U S DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION
ottce of Educational Hesearch and improvement

EDYCATIONAL RESOURCES INFORMATION
CENTER (ERIC)
This document has been reproduced as
recewed lrom the person of organization
ongmating 1l

O Munor changes have been made 10
improve reproduction quahly

® Pomis of view or opinions stated In this
document do not necessarly represent
otficiat OERI position or policy




FINAL PROJECT REPORT

Adult Undergraduate Students:
Patterns of Learning Involvement

Carol E. Kasworm
Principal Investigator

Sally S. Blowers
Research Associate

JUNE, 1994

Coliege of Education
The University of Tennessee, Knoxville
Knoxville, Tennessee 37996-3400

The contents of this final report were developed under a grant from the
Department! of Education. However, these contents do not necessarily represent
the policy of the Department of Education, and you should not assume endnrse-
ment by the Federal Government.

J



© 1994 Carol Kasworm

All rights reserved.

e



ol e R mn i gt e B En S B SR MS S W e an

HO

Contents

vii Preface and Acknowledgements

1 Chapter 1. Overview of the Research Study
Introduction, 1
Origins of the Study, 2
Research Design and Methodology, 11

21 Chapter 2. Adult Beliefs of Student Entry and Socialization
Introduction, 21
Past Literature and Research, 21
Focus of Current Study and Related Literature, 22
Overview of the Chapter, 24
The Entry Process into the Student Learner Role, 27
Becoming a Member of the Academic Community, 28
Adapting to a Different Academic Culture, 30
Student Role Impacting Self-Knowledge, 32
Avoidance of Collegiate Socialization, 32
Institutional Supports for Student Role Entry, 33
Summary of Entry Process, 34
Socialization in the Adult Student Role, 35
Stairstepping from Prior Experiences into Current Student
Role, 35
Resolving Uneven Knowledge and Skill Background, 37
Learning How to Learn and Study, 39
Key Background Beliefs and Perceived Influences on the Adult
Student Role, 44
Being an Adult Student: Paradox of Being an Older Age
Student, 44
Being an Adult Student: Adult Life as It Influences the Student
Role, 47
Being an Adult Student: Age as It Influences Learning, 49
Being an Adult Learner: Identifying Different Learning Modes
in Different Disciplines, 51
Being an Adult Student: Experiencing Dichotomies of Academic
and Real World Knowledge, 53
Summary, 56
Table 1. Categories and Themes of Beliefs and Actions about Entry,
Socialization, and Influences on the Student Role by Adult Under-
graduates. 60



- 5% adars R .. - - . L. PR N .

Table of Contents

62

139

Chapter 3. Adult Beliefs about Learning in the Classroom and Its

Relationship to Other Adult Life Roles
Introduction, 62
Past Literature and Research, 62
Overview of Chapter, 64
Adu't Student Beliefs about Learning in the Collegiate Classroom, 65
Beliefs about Quality Collegiate Instruction, 65
Beliefs about the Faculty and their Influence on the Classroom
Learning Process, 71 T
Beliefs about the Nature of the Classroom Environment, 83
Beliefs about the Influence of Younger Classmates and Fellow
Adult Classmates on Classroom Learning, 93
Influences and Impacts of Classroom and Expert Knowledge
Structures on Adult Learning, 100
Meaning-Making Connections between Student Learning and Other
Adult Life Roles, 119
Connection and Impact of Class Learning with Family Roles, 119
Connection and Impact of Academic Knowledge to Current Work
Roles, 122
Connection with Broader Life Perspectives and a World Citizen
Roles, 125
Connection of Learning with Adult Student Life Biographies, 127
Summary of Chapter Findings, 128
Discussion of the Adult Construction of Beliefs in Student Role, 130
Table 2. Categories, Themes, Beliefs and Actions of the Classroom
Learning Experience by Aduli Undergraduates, 137

Chapter 4. Adult Undergraduate Perspectives on Student Involvement

Introduction, 139
Involvement from an Adult Undergraduate’s Perspective, 141
Involvement Influenced by Adult Value Selection of Institution
and Academic Program, 141
Involvement Focused upon a Desire for a Quality Education, 151
Involvement Based in the Adult Learner Support Environment,
164
Involvement Based on Financial Access Concerns, 175
Involvement Revisited, 178
Involvement in the Broader College Community, 178
Involvement as a Continuous Negotiation Process, 180
Institutional Context for Invelvement, 181
Summary, 185
Table 3. Categories and Themes of Involvement by Adult
Undergraduates, 185



Table of Contents

187 Chapter 5. The Adult Perspective of Undergraduate Life in the Context of
Family, Work, and Community Life
Introduction, 187
The Adult Student as Family Member, 189
Introduction, 139
Balance Is an Elusive Goal, 191
Sacrifice, 194
Partnership, 197
Children as Beneficiaries, 200
The Adult Undergraduate as Worker, 203
Introduction, 203
Work Is the Central Focus of Adult Life, 204
The “Student Friendly” Workplace, 206
The Degree as a Work Force Imperative, 208
The Bachelor’s Degree and Prestige in the Workplace, £10
The Adult Life Context and the Student Role, 212
Introduction, 212
The Long Process of Completing a Degree Program, 214
Idealized Standards, 217
Identity as a “College Student” as its Rewards, 217
Modeis for the Adult College Student Role, 220
Youthful Aimlessness, 222
Compensation, 222
The Adult Undergraduate as Community Member, 225
Introduction, 225
Minimal Community Involvement, 227
Sharing Educational Benefits, 227
Friends as Surrogate Partners, 228
Conclusion, 231
Table 4. Categories and Themes of Life Role by Adult Under-
graduates, 232

233 Chapter 6. Suminary and Implications
Overview of Study Design, 233
Adult as Student Learner, 234
Entry and Socialization Process, 235
Beliefs about Learning in the Classroom and Adult Life, 238
Implications for Research, 240
Implications for Adult and Higher Education Practice, 242
Adult Images of Student Involvement, 243
Implications for Research, 246
Implications for Adult and Higher Education Practice, 247
Adult Undergraduate as Family Member, Worker, and Citizen, 249
Implications for Research, 251
Implications for Adult and Higher Education Practice, 253
Conclusions, 2564



Table of Contents

255

344

vi

Appendices
Appendix A,
Appendix B.
Appendix C.
Appendix D.
Appendix E.
Appendix F.
Appendix G.

Appendix H.

Appendix I.

Appendix J.
Appendix K.
Appendix L.

References

Allerton College, 255

Bayville Community College, 264

Charles College, 274

Delta University, 285

Elmwood Community College, 295

Fremont University, 305

Adults as Undergraduates Demographic Sheet, 315
Initial Contact Letter, 317

Sample Consent Form, 319

Sample Feedback Letter & Form, 320

Sample Interview Protocol, 324

Demographic Background on Study Participants, 328



Preface and Acknowledgements

This study has reprcsented a special time in my faculty life. The original interest
for this research grew out of an early curiosity observing adult learners in my
classroom. It was nurtured through my fledgling doctoral research dissertation
and was broadened through my work and involvements with the University of
Houston-Clear Lake, an adult-oriented upper-division university. However, it took
a place, the University of Tennessee, Knoxville, and my involvement in this land-
grant institution to provide a supportive environment for conducting the research.
It also was created through the excitement and energy of many interested adult
students and of practitioners and researchers who serve these adult undergraduate
learners. This study also became a reality due to financial support and scholarly
acknowledgement. I owe a debt of gratitude for the support and encouragement of
the United State Department of Education, Office of Educational Research and
Improvement.

There are many individuals whe were instrumental in this collaborative
research effort. Much thanks goes to Ms. Sally Blowers, my research colleague and
coauthor who was a mainstay for keeping good arguments, insights, and alternative
perspectives bubbling. Both Sally and I owe a significant debt of time and patience
to our respective husbands and failies. I would also like to thank my colleagues
in the College of Education and graduate students in the Adult Education program
who provided support, critique, and genuine interest over this long period of
research activity.

A special debt of thanks and good wishes goes to the many adult students who
shared their lives and experiences with us in the interview process. Their com-
mitment, dedication, and fervent desire for quality collegiate learning was profoundly
touching. We also wish to express our special appreciation to the six institutional
sites, our key institutional contact sources and a number of faculty and staff who
also shared support, institutional space, and interest in this research process. We
wish we could name each one of you and share with you our appreciation. Lastly,
there were a variety ofindividuals who helped us in the mechanics of the study, the
transcription work, the project management, and the many drafts and rewrites
along the way to this final report. Each of you are valued for your support and your
work. In particular, we wish to thank Ms. Carol Cook, Ms. Sue Carey, Ms. Lori
McKeehan, Ms. Gale Brewer, Ms. Mary Kay Kramp, Dr. Grady Bogue, Dr. Larry
Coleman, as well as our two main transcribers, Ms. Paula Hampton, and Ms. Sandy
Puffenbarger.

May this study present vivid and helpful perspectives about the adult action
and voice in the undergraduate experience. This study started from curiosity and
passion and now is focused upon sharing alandscape of those adult undergraduate
journeys. We welcome dialogue with you as you also journey in research and action
in greater understanding of adult undergraduate students.

Yy vii



Chapter 1

Overview of the Research Study

INTRODUCTION

From the earliest of timesin American highereducation, adults have beenenrolled
as undergraduate students. Currently this segment of students, as defined by 25
years of age or older, represent over 44% of the enrollment in American under-
graduate higher education. In the past, this group was often labeled as
“nontraditional.” They were viewed as an interesting oddity, as a patriotic com-
mitment to serve world war veterans, or as a misfit for collegiate work. However,
the times—they are a changing. The presence of adult undergraduate students
represent an important adaptation both for adult life and for collegiate structures.

Adult zndergraduate learners represent one segment of a “learning society”in
which highly specialized and credentialed knowledge is becoming the norm for
entry and continuance in work life and career pursuits. Adults participate in
undergraduate higher education because they require a significant, quality educa-
tion focused upon current knowledge and conceptual thinking. They seek collegiate
education in response to the impact of dramatic and continuous knowledge growth
on their lives and their work. However, asdramatic as this need and theincreasing
adult representation in higher education, little substantive research has been
conducted. V¢ know little of the uniqueness of these individuals and the ways in
which collegiate institutions facilitate or do not support their learning.

This research study explored three important research concerns related to the
aduit learner in an undergraduate setting. It examined the complex roles of adult
life in relation to the student role, the nature of adult undergraduate engagement
in learning, and adult perceptions of involvement in three different collegiate
institutional eontexts—public community college, public university, and adult
degree programs in a private liberal arts college. As a qualitative inquiry, it
focused upon diverse adult undergraduate students to illuminate and understand
the complexity of the lived experiences and the meaning of these experiences for
adult undergraduates.

This research report presents the key findings and experiences of a select
group of adult undergraduates from this study. To aid the reader, we note the
following chapter content organization. This chapter will present the background
to the study, research design, methodology and data analysis procedures. The
nature of adult learning engagement within the undergraduate classroom context
will be examined in Chapters Two and Three. Chapter Two will present beliefs and
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Chapter 1

experiences of entry and socialization of the adult into the student role, as well as
key personal influences upon the student role. Chapter Three will focus on the
classroom transaction and related learning processes for adult students, as well as
present adult undergraduate actions and beliefs about the connections between
classroom learning with other adult life roles. Adult learner perceptions of
involvement in relation to three different collegiate institutional contexts—public
community college, public university, and adult degree programs in a private
liberal arts college—will be discussed in Chapter Four. In Chapter Five, the
interrelationship of an adult student role to other adultlife roles as spouse, parent,
worker, and community citizen will be explored. And the final chapter, Chapter
Six, will focus upon key findings and implications of this study for both the
researcher and practitioner communities. In addition, each of the six collegiate
institutional research sites is presented as a case study located in Appendices A
th. ough F, with additional background information in the remaining appendices.

ORIGINS OF THE STUDY

How can researchers and practitioners understand both the nature of the adult
undergraduate and the variations of collegiate response to this diverse grouping?
Past research examining adult undergraduates has represented highly distinct
and narrowly focused concerns. There have been two general pathsofinvestigation
in this past research: a) comparison of younger and older adult undergraduates in

a young adult context; and b) examination of adult undergraduates as a special
sub-population. -

Overview of Past Research

Comparison of Younger and Older Adults in a Young Adult Context

This path of research has been the major focus of continued discussion among
higher education researchers. Although varied comparative behaviors and charac-
teristics of younger and older student have been a topic of examination, the key
perspective of this research has drawn upon the young adult undergraduate
experience as the template to measure the abilities and appropriateness of adult
undergraduate students. Most of these past research efforts have been anchored
in a concept of adult undergraduates as a homogeneous subgroup in comparison to
younger undergraduates. As aresult, rather skewed discussions compared younger
students, ages 17-25 (8 year span of difference) with adults ages 25-60 (35 yearspan
of difference). Other early investigations focused upon the potential mental infe-
riority of the aging adults; this belief assumed that older adults (25-60 years of age)
were less capable of academic excellence. In addition, earlier conceptions of adult
students were based in the judgement of adults asinferior andlimited because they
had not come directly out of high school. These early conceptions of adult academic
abilities assumed that work, family, and life experiences fundamentally dimin-
ished cognitive abilities and affective readiness for collegiate education (Kasworm,
1990a). In another line of collegiate research, there was an established standard
for collegiate impact based upon the student investment in the student role, e.g.,

11
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a full-time student status provided a more valuable impact than a part-time
student status (Astin, 1935). This standard also assumed that an undergraduate
student should have no major life respensibilities to interfere with thelearning role
and the developmental journey towards independent adulthood. It assumed that
collegelife functioned as an implicit parameter, creating a developmental “holding
environment” for the undergraduate. Academic learning was viewed as the key
task of undergraduate adult life, alongside young adult developmental tasks.
Thus, adults who had limited involvement in both the traditional curriculum as
well as the collegiate extra curriculum were not fully immersed within academic
learning. Further, the adult focus upon work, comraunity and family made them
marginal and less significant, with the related assumption that they were weaker

and less capable of experiencing and demonstrating quality undergraduate learn-
ing outcomes.

Examination of Adult Undergraduates as a Distinct Sub-Population

There has been limited research examining the culture of the adult undergraduate
in relation to a particular collegiate institutional context. Although numerous
institutional studies have describzd specific demographic characteristics of adult
undergraduates, these studies have not attempted to identify the interaction
between the institutional culture and the adult student population. In this area of
research, two efforts have provided perspective. One effort focused on the struc-
tural characteristics of the institution in relation to the adult student; another
research effort attempted to describe the historical development of access for
adults into undergraduate education.

In describing varied traditional collegiate structures, the literature suggests
four different types of structural relationships between adult students and colle-
giat institutions (Ackell, et al., 1982; Apps, 1981, 1988; Hall, 1991; Kasworm,
1993a). Type A institutions represent an increasing number of colleges and uni-
versities which have altered their mission, academic curriculum and organization
to better serve adult learners. Through age-integrated structures, policies and
programs, these institutions provide ease of access and support involvement by
adult students. Type B institutions have created a predominant adult-oriented
collegiate environment. These institutions represent a new kind of collegiate
institution reflecting innovative adult-oriented collegiate higher education. These
institutions focus their mission upon adult students by: a) offering courses and
programs at night and on the weekend, b) expecting participation to be on a part-
time basis or from a distance, ¢) providing portfolio assessment for academically
equivalent credit for life experiences/training/certification, d) designing learning
experiences which integrate work experiences with collegiate learning, and e)
crafting specialized degree programs solely for adult students. Type C institutions
by design, if not by official mission, focus solely upon the young, full-time, day-time
students. A subset of these youth-oriented institutions have created a peripheral
organization, such as a Division of Continuing Education or Adult College, which
serves the adult learner but not as an integral member of the academic mission of
the institution. Type D institutions usually represent institutions which view the
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Chapter 1

adult student as a limited add-on to their main mission of serving young adults 17-
24 years of age. These institutions allow adult access to programs and experiences
designed and offered for younger adults. These institutions do not actively solicit
adult students and are likely to leave unspoken any policies or individual efforts
which serve adults.

Some researchers have attempted to categorize adult undergraduates based
upon the nature of their historical involvement in higher education (Hall, 1991;
Portman, 1978; Shannon & Schoenfeld, 1965). However, these afforts have had
limited success, due to the highly diverse settings, interactions and attitudes
regarding adult access. With a few exceptions, adult acce:3 to undergraduate
experience has come from support through individual efforts and institutionally
unique programs as opposed to institution-wide mandates, or state and national
policies.

Tn a somewhat loose categorization, five waves of increased adult involverent
ii. .gner education have beer identified. However, these discussions have tradi-
tionally side-stepped the significant public myth that adults have only recentiy
sought out undergraduate education. Often individuals would point to thie return
of the World War Il veteran as the start of adult participation in higher education;
however, these veterans were not the first wave of adults who became undergradu-
ate students. Prior to the Civil War, there had been active participation of adulte
in colonial undergraduate colleges (Allmendinger, 1975; Burke, 1982).

The first serious representation, the first wave of adult undergraduates came
at the turn of the 20th century. During thisera, policies, structures, and programs
were established to support adult access. These activities were initiated through
the Land-Grant movement which created “democracy colleges,” through the
development of community and municipal colleges, and the dramatic expansion of
extension outreach through credit correspondence courses, evening classes, ex-
tenrion degrees, and other educational innovations (Dyer, 1956; Eckelberry, 1932;
Portman, 1978; Reber, 1915; Shannon & Schoenfeld, 1965).

Eetween Werld War I and II, the second wave of growth focused upon more
specialized programs and activities. Often these efforts had earlier beginnings;
however, during this era these activities became a more predominant form serving
sizeable v.umbers of adults. These key additions targeted adult undergraduates
through women’s programs, teachers’ institutes, summer schools, labor education
courses, and industrial/vocational training for adults.

The “GIBill” of World War II and the Korean War had a profound impact on
adult enrollments and colleges and universities. This third major wave of adult
enrollment represented a significant increase in mature students and led to
national visibility for adult students in undergraduate education. The majority of
youth-oriented collegiate institutions also opened their doors to this new kind of
student and discovered that these students brought a different set of motivations,
beliefs about learning, and values for college education. Many institutions viewed
this influx of WWII veterans as a temporary effort and quickly reverted back to
youth-only environments. However, there were a few institutions who valued this
change and continued to support adult access. These institutions joined a number
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Overview of the Research Study

of colleges and universities who had extension programs, evening courses, and
correspondence work for adults prior to the war.

The fourth wave of enrollment was not as dramatic as the GI bill veterans,
representing thirty years of steadily increasing enrollments of adults. This growth
from 18% in 1947 to 34.7% in 1978 (undergraduate and graduate population of 25
years old and above) was a response to increased access, special programs or
delivery systems (Kasworm, 1980). One of these major developments in this time
period was the enhanced outreach through special women'’s entry courses and
women's centers. Another major effort targeted business and industry with
academic programs directed to full-time workers through co-sponsorship or con-
tractual programs offered at the work site. During this era, external degree
programs, DANTES and CLEP v.ere alsodeveloped. These nontraditional formats
and assessments supported many of the unique life circumstances and experiences
of aduit learners.

In the 1980’s, the fifth wave of enrollment focused upon unique programs
designed solely for adults, upon technological innovations in distance learning, and
upon collaborative academic programs between colleges and business, industry, or
professional associations. For example, television, satellite, and computer net-
working have dramatically altered the options for adult access to collegiate
learning. In addition, there have been a number of public and private institutional
innovations with a dominant mission to serve working adults, such as Empire
State College, Thomas Edison State College, Community College of the Air Force,
National Technological University, Electronic University, corporate colleges, and
a proliferation of adult degree programs.

Although these five waves have reflected a broad notion of the development
of higher education in relation to the adult undergraduate, this categorization has
not readily provided an understanding of the guiding beliefs for these actions. One
salient voice, Dr. James Hall of Empire State College, suggested three guiding
themes for these innovations and increased adult access: egalitarianism, individu-
alism, and pluralism (Jdall, 1991). Collegiate institutions for the past 100 years
have adapted and created policies, structures and procedures to assure equity and
provide pluralistic access to cultural, social and eccnomic subgroupings. Academic
programs sensitive to these concerns have become more individualistic and have
targeted adult needs and life circumstances. In addition, higher education policies
have changed in the belief that any qualified individual, young or old, should have
opportunities to gain advanced knowledge and become a better educated citizen,
worker, and family leader through collegiate involvement.

These themes and collegiate adaptations are not just a uniquely American
phenomenon. Many other nations have also recognized the importance of lifelong
learning and recurrent education focused upon advanced knowledge development
embedded in adult higher education. For example, in a recent study of interna-
tional activities, the United States ranked fifth in percentage of adult undergradu-
ate enrollment across the world [ranking in order: Sweden (65.9%), China (45%),
Finland (47.2%), Norway (45.0%), USA (41%), Australia (40.3%), Canada (37.0%),
United Kingdom (31.8%), Israel (30.7%)] (Kasworm, 1993a). These current in-
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ternational activities, as well as other recent collegiate commitments to adult
undergraduates, are noteworthy.

Research Framework

This research study explored several key questions regarding the nature of adult
undergraduates, the nature of adult beliefs about learning in a collegiate setting,
and the nature of aduit beliefs about involvement and participation in the
undergraduate experience. Three background context frameworks were used in
designing the study: a) the undergraduate learning context framework; b) the
adult life context iramework; and c) the institutional context framework.

Undergraduate Learning Context

How do adults perceive their learning engagement within an undergraduate
environment? Given the limited base of knowledge about adult undergraduate
involvement in classroom learning, this study focused upon adult learner beliefs
and actions in the undergraduate learning context. This study assumed that
identifying learners’ beliefs about involvement and engagement in the learning
process would significantly contribute to an understanding of the adult under-
graduate learning process. This study cast a wide net to consider both classroom
and life learning, both formal and self-directed learning in the context of typical
adultlives. These considerations were informed by the theoretical work of Vygotsky
which emphasized activity theory and social constructivism, as well as other
research in intellectual development focused upon the epistemology of knowledge
and self-meaning constructions. In addition, this examination considered Astin’s
involvement theory, Rogoff and Lave’s work on situated cognition (Rogoff & Lave,
1984; Lave & Wenger, 1991), and adult learning theory including andragogy and
self-directed learning (Candy, 1991; Merriam & Caffarella, 1991).

In particular, the activity theory of Vygotsky was an important study frame-
work because it considers the life-world role activities of the adult as the units of
analysis. Inthis theoretical foundation, life activities are assumed to be influenced
as adults choose actions based on constructed personal meaning. Thus, this
perspective directed the study’s examination of the life-world context of the adult,
the interactions among the adult roies and their relationships with the student
role, and the nature of adults’ perceived life meanings as they engaged in
undergraduate education (Kasworm, 1990b). Activity theory suggested that adult
student learning is a reflection of the entire learner social system; “adult students
are examples of centrifugal growth, of academic growth towards outward roles and
experiences” (Kasworm, 1990, p. 366). Thus, this study examined the adult
student’s perspectives of his or her multiple activity roles of worker, family
member, community member and adult learner as they interacted and influenced
the student role and the construction of the internal cognitive meanings. It was
believed that adult learners made meaning of the undergraduate experience as
they engaged in these roles. These perspectives were grounded in the work of
Rogoff and Lave (1984) and the more recent work of Lave and Wenger (1991) on
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everyday and situated cognition and learning. This recent research and theory
assumed the importance of the learner’s role in the learning process and of the
understanding of meaning and application of learning across the adult life context
beyond the collegiate classroom. The study also drew upon additional research in
undergraduate learning focused upon the epistemology of knowledge, intellectual
development, and meaning-making constructions. These research considerations
included the work of Bruner (1986), Perry (Chickering & Associates, 1981),
Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger & Tarule (1985), Baxter-Magolda (1992), and oth-
ers. These perspectives presented the social constructivist framework and sug-
gested the implicit relationship between intellectual development and specific
kinds of cognitive and affective experiences which challenge personal meanings of
self and world. ,

The study also drew upon the theoretical work of Astin (1985) and recent
research by Kuh et al. on involving colleges (1991). These writings suggested that
quality undergraduate education occurs as a function of both an individual’s
involvement in undergraduate higher education and the interaction of that
educational environment with the cognitive structures, beliefs, and actions of the
undergraduate student. A college student’s cognitive and maturational growth
was hypothesized to be directly infiuenced by the quality, intensity and duration
of undergraduate on-campus experiences. This research investigation revisited
and modified Astin’s and Kuh et al.’s perspectives by exploring notions of student
involvement and supportive collegiate environments from the adult learner's
perspectives of an undergraduate collegiate experience. This revised perspective
focused upon the dynamics of adult student psychological involvement [as opposed
to physical presence, or time commitments] in relation to beliefs and actions in the
undergraduate institutional context.

Adult learning and self-directed learning theory also provided an important
background perspective. Adult undergraduates bring a wealth of experiences, a
diversity of past academic skills and knowledge, and a unique set of psychosocial
requirements into the classroom learning environment (Cross, 1981; Merriam &
Caffarella, 1991). Although ©:dult students may share similar participation pat-
ternsin collegiate classrooms with youngerundergraduates, their internal cognitive
and psychological perspectives on learning were assumed to be different. In
particular, the study explored how adult students “made meaning” of the class
content and their beliefs about past academic knowledge, life knowledge and
student role knowledge in shaping those meanings. The study also examined ways
that these adults attempted to utilize their life experiences, work, family, and
citizen involvements in relation to their current academic learning experiences.
The study sought reports of their learning actions in the classroom, selected
learning actions outside the classroom, and their notions of classroom learning in
relation to their currentlife involvements. Did these adult learners bring their life
experiences of work, family, and community roles into the classroom? How did
these experiences function in that setting in relation to academic knowledge? How
did adult undergraduates access, understand, and master academic knowledge?
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Adult Life Contextual Framework

This study examined adult undergraduate learners “in situ”—as collegiate stu-
dents who also maintained major personal and societal initiatives through their
other roles of worker, family member, and community citizen. Past research on
adult students and related adult roles was examined, as well as related research
on role adaptation and role conflict of adult students (Kasworm, 1990a). However,
limited use was made of this research due to its predominant focus upon women,
and specifically upon re-entry homemakers into collegiate life.

Because of limited prior research on key influencers of adult roles and adult
life context on undergraduate student life, the study desired to create an interview
pool of adults who would more likely reflect the common qualities of societal-
defined adulthood: economic independence from parental sources; autonomy of
identity; past opportunity to make personal societal contributions through work,
family, and community leadership; as well as a clear separation or interruption
between past high school or early collegiate work and their current collegiate -
participation. It was assumed that such a spectrum of complexity in adult lives
would likely occur with adult undergraduates who were atleast 30 years of age. It
was recognized that the characterization of “adult student” was not a specific age
category. However, this lower age limit of 30 was used as a sampling definer to
focus on a pool of individuals who had a higher probability of adult life commit-
ments, developmental maturity, and participation in the broader world prior to
becoming an adult undergraduate.

Past research on adult undergraduates has often drawn upon student samples
with adult undergraduates representing ages of 23, 25, or 27 and above. The
selection of specific chronclogical age segmentation was made with the assumption
that the researcher could appropriately define the differences between young and
older adulthood based solely upon grouping students by age. However, in previous
pilot studies conducted by the project director, this distinction was challenged. A
subgroup of adult students between the ages of 25 and 27 in these studies pre-
sented themselves as traditional younger undergraduates in their actions and
beliefs through full-time study and a world-view based solely within their college
experiences. These students had not assumed major adult roles of full-time worker,
spouse, parent, or contributing citizen, nor had they experienced a clear separation
between past academic involvement as their major life focus and academic
involvement as one of many adult life roles. Given these findings, this study defined

the research sample beginning with alower age limit of 30 toincrease the likelihood
- of gathering a pool of individuals who represented the societal conception of an
adult.

Each participant in this study was considered a hypothetical representative
of a subgroup of adult undergraduates, representing some of the diverse character-
istics and circumstances of a larger group of adult undergraduate learners. This
diversified sample was expected to illuminate a beginning landecape portrait of
these various characteristics and life contexts of adult undergraduates. It was
believed that this diversity would influence adult presuppositions and assump-
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tions regarding the student role. Moreover, these diverse experiences might also
influence the perceptual lens through which the adult undergraduate student
viewed and acted upon academic life.

This study gathered a perceptual narrative profile of each student's educational
journey in relation to other adult life activities and previous experiences and
involvements in schooling and collegiate work. The study also gathered descrip-
tions of current involvements and commitments to spouse, family, work, and
community roles. Each adult interviewee highlighted those elements of past and
present life, of commitments and desires which were of significance in the life
journey and important in terms of their current participation in undergraduate
work.In addition, each adult was asked to speak to his/her goals for undergraduate
work, related motivations, and future plans upon completion of the degree.

Institutional Context Framework

To understand adult undergraduate involvement in higher education, the study
was also concerned with the collegiate setting and specificinstitutional contexts of
the adult learner. Past undergraduate research using person-environmental
interaction theories suggested that a particular institutional context attracts
certain kinds of students; that there can be an optimized learning environment
based in person-environment congruence; and that particular perceptual envi-
ronmental factors influence the individual’s psychosocial development (Feldman
& Newcomb, 1993; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). No prior research had examined
adult undergraduates and institutional settings for person-environment interac-
tions. At best, there had been limited institutional research which suggested
perceptual differentiation among adult undergraduates concerning initial entry
and access to “adult learner friendly” programs or institutional structures (i.e.,
adult degree programs, liberal arts degrees for adults, weekend colleges). There
have also been numerous studies of adult satisfaction and need for institutional
support services (Apps, 1981, 1988; Cross, 1981). Perhaps the more helpful
research for practitioners and educational researchers focused upon the adult
beliefs and attitudes concerning participation and initial entry. Cross (1981)
offered a helpful summary of these major models of adult participation and
suggested a different model, the COR (Chain of Response) Model. Later work has
built upon these discussions, yet continues to focus upon specific aspects of the
process of entry and adaptation, upon specific institutional contexts, or upon
specific learner groups (Blowers, 1993; Kasworm, 1993b). Within the higher
education community, other streams of discussion have been concerned about
student retention and involvement in undergraduate education, but continue to
focus upon the traditional young adult undergraduate. Lastly, there has been a
growing dialogue targeted to the influence of evening and weekend programs,
programs designed for part-time learners, and unique adult-sensitive support
services as they influence adult access and participation (Kasworm, 1993b). These
more recent discussions suggest that an institutional environment which values
adult students provides environmental supports, personnel, and policies based on
the belief that adults “matter” (Schlossberg et al., 1989). While these varied per-
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spectives and discussions may have informed and shaped institutional actions,
there has been limited research to either describe current institutional environ-
ments experienced by adult students or to consider the impact of these environ-
ments upon adult undergraduates and their learning.

This study was designed to explore the adult learner perceptions of the
institutional context and potential interactions. Six institutions were selected for
the study, representing two institutionsin each of three categories of postsecondary
education: public universities; public community colleges; and privateliberal arts
colleges with an adult degree program. These six collegiate organizations reflected
both similarities within each institutional category, as well as highly different
histories of adult enrollment and institutional actions supportive of adult student
needs and requirements.

Selection of specific institutions was based upon a desire to examine adult
learner and undergraduate institution interactions in two different geographic
sites. One geographic site was representative of a smaller city and rural/suburban
environment with a service area of 335,000 population. The second geographic
site represented an urban settinig with the central city 0£400,000 and surrounding
service area of 1,200,000. These geographicsites were chosen purposefully because
adults in the two geographic areas might perceive higher education and their
involvement in differing ways due to varying social and economic conditions. Each
site was also purposefully chosen because of the presence of each of the three
categories of institutions in close proximity to one another. It was assumed that
adult learners selected, participated, and defined their involvement based upon
their personal perspective of the institution and themselves.

This study further assumed that participation could well be influenced by the
nature of the institutional program, the nature of a particular academic major
within the institution, as well as the particular characteristics of the undergradu-
ate student. As noted by many previous studies, one major layer of this institu-
tional selection process reflected the learner’s predominant concerns for access,
location, cost, convenience, and scheduling. However, the study also believed
learners’ decisions were influenced by the perceived qualities of the institution and
the academic program, in relation to the nature of the student role. When adult
students had a choice of institutions, what factors informed their choice for
continuance and what did they value about their current institution of choice?
Thus, the study explored the students’ selection of a particular institution, their
beliefs about theirinvolvement ar.d their own characterizations of the most salient
qualities of that environment. Unlike the younger college student, it was also
assumed that the perception of the institutional context would be a more complex
set of characterizations. It was probable that many of the adult students would
have had prior enrollments in other collegiate institutions, and might also,
particularly in the case of a community college adult student, project future
involvement in an upper-level institution. It was also assumed that the majority
of adult undergraduates were “place-bound” due to work, family, and life circum-
stances. Thus, the selection process of an institution was framed by their adult life
context.
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Gverview of the Research Study

| RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY

This research study was framed to examine three broad areas of engagement and
involvement of adult learners in American higher education. The major research
questions included:

How do adults describe their learning engagement in the
classroom and its relationship to their broaderlife involvements?

How do adults describe their perceptions of involvement in a
public community college, public university, or private liberal
arts adult degree program environment?

What common patterns and themes ofinvolvement reflect the
adult undergraduate experiznce in relation to the context of their
family, work, and community roles and responsibilities?

Research Framework
Naturalistic Inquiry Design

This study was framed by anaturalisticinquiry process. This qualitative approach
sought toilluminate the adult undergraduate sense ofunderstanding and meaning
of the experience. As stated by Patton, the function of qualitative research is:

to understand situations in their uniqueness as part of a particular context
and the interactions there. This understanding is an end in itself...to
understand the nature of that setting—what it means for participants tobe
in that setting, what their lives are like, what’s going on for them, what their
meanings are, what the world looks like in that particular setting—and in
the analysis to be able to communicate that faithfully to others who are
interested in that setting...The analysis strives for depth of understanding.
(Patton, 1985, p. 1)

This study was not framed in the belief that a single reality exists for all adult
undergraduates or for all collegiate undergraduate institutions. Rather, it was
assumed that there were multiple realities of the adultlearner and of institutional
environments which serve adult undergraduates. These realities were constructed
inaninteractive and dynamicfashion. Clearly, these realities were context-bound;
they reflected the particularized experiences, perceptions and interactions of a
perzon in an environmen®. Further, these realities were time-bound. Thus, this
study presented the here and now of individuals and their life contexts at the time
of the research study. Finally, this study also assumed that adult involvement in
higher education not only influenced the adult learner, it also interacted and
influenced the academic environment and its personnel. This set of multiple
realities and interactions was the focus of the study, rather than a determination
of cause-and-effect relationships (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The study presented
descriptive portraits of the adult undergraduate landscape, common themes,
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patterns and perceptual beliefs amongst adult undergraduatesin varied collegiate
settings.

Thenaturalisticinquiry gathered case studyinterviews, highly rich narratives
of the adults’ own sense of meaning and actions as learners, as undergraduate
students, and as adults who maintained work, family, and community role
involvements. A semi-structured interview format was utilized in order to ascer-
tain the emic perspec:ive. Each participant was considered as an individual case
ofthe adult undergraduate experience. Common themes and categories suggesting
specific descriptive ways in which the adult participated in the structures and
processes of adult undergraduate life were developed for each institutional site.

The erzergent design of the study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) included: creation
of aresearch team, development of the interview protocol, formal entry of the team
at each of the six research sites, sampling strategy, collection of site-based case
study data, conduct of interviews, and subsequent data analysis. Data analysis
included cross-case analysis within each site, between sites and across sites.

Creation of the Research Team

The study was conducted by a research team composed of Dr. Carol Kasworm,
principal investigator and professor of Adult Education with a joint appointment
in the Department of Technological and Adult Education and the Department of
Educational Leadership, and Ms. Sally Blowers, co-researcher and doctoral stu-
dent in Adult Education in the Department of Technological and Adult Education.
In addition, special assistance was provided by Dr. Diana Venters, Department of
Curriculum and Instruction, Ms. Lydia Meek, Department of Educational Lead-
ership, Ms. Sue Carey, Editor for the College of Education, and the principal
transcribers, Ms. Pauline Hampton and Ms. Sandy Puffenbarger. Assistance was
also provided by numerous individuals at each of the institutional sites, which
included key personnel who significantly facilitated the project activities and
helped to manage logistics.

Development of the Interview Protocol

Each participant interview followed a semi-structured protocol of questions. The
questions were developed using the research objectives in relation to past research,
from the guiding research frameworks, and from the foundational case study
research of adult undergraduates (Kasworm, 1988a, 1988b, 1991, 1992). Key
segments of the main interview included:

¢ Background information and current life commitments;

e Educational journey (past educational involvement from the point of high
school exit to present enrollment, reasons for entry or exit of an institution
and key experiences at each institution attended);

e Key positive ard negative life forces, motivations and goals related to
education;

¢ Key social support systems;

¢ Classroom experiences (classroom acticns, professor/student actions, per-
spectives on grades/testing, perceptions of characteristics of older and

12

21



Overview of the Research Study

younger students; actions toward mastering subject matter);

* Relationship of student role to worker/family/community roles and self-

directed learning activities;

* Suggestions to improve the institution’s ability to serve adult students; and

* Any future plans for advanced higher education.

Each of the protocol question areas was open-ended. The interviewer would
initiate a major probe question into a broad area of concern, while providing the
opportunity for the interviewee to present his or her own sense of meaning
perspective and personal insight concerning learner, student, and adult life roles.
In each interview, there was additional probing for unique life experiences and
insights, for illurmination and clarification of learners’ perspectives, and special
questioning to elaborate on learner perspectives of characteristics, background
experiences, or current involvements in the undergraduate setting. The research
team reexamined the interview protocol at a number of points in the study. This
reexamination occurred after the first five interviews at the first site, after
completion of all interviews at the first site, after completion of the second site, and
after completion of the third site. This reexamination considered the particular
wording of initial probes, special institutional characteristics which influenced the
adult students and would potentially require specific probes, and other concerns for
initial themes which should be explored for further illumination through the
protocol. (Appendix K presents the final revision of the interview protocol.)

Access to Institutional Sites

Two geographic locations, each encompassing three different postsecondary insti-
tutions in close proximity, were selected for the research. These three types of
institutions included private liberal arts colleges with adult degree programs,
public community colleges, and public universities. For each institutional site, an
official representative of the institution and the principal investigatorinitially met
to discuss the nature of the proposed research project, and the specificinvolvement
and support sought from the institution in the project. In addition, at this meeting
the protection of anonymity for both students and sites was discussed, as well as
the projected research outcomes. Each institution was supportive of the project.

A specific institutional contact person was designated for all activities related
to the study. Inthe case of the two private liberal arts colleges, the key person who
assisted in on-site project coordination was the coordinator/director of the adult
degree program. At the two community colleges, the key person who coordinated
on-site research activities was the director of institutional research. At the two
public universities, the initial contact was made through the dean of students, with
subsequent on-site support given by the director of nontraditional services/re-
entry students.

To provide anonymity, each of the institutions, their programs and staff, as well
as the geographic locations, were given pseudonyms. The naming of each site was
done alphabetically according to the date of site interviews. Sites included the
following:
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Adult Degree Programs in Private Liberal Arts Colleges

¢ Allerton College - a private liberal arts college with an adult degree
program enrollment of 275. Adult studentinterviewees were in an upper-
division, adult degree major in applied organizational management
located at an extension site in West City. The program featured an
accelerated curriculum (upper-level degree work done in a 15-month lock-
step sequence of one course every 5-6 weeks). Students entered in groups
of 12-15 per cohort. Each cohort experienced coursework together directed
by practitioner instructors. Each class had a weekly one-night class
experience of four hours and a required small study group meeting of 3 to
5 students for four hours, totalling eight hours per week of meeting time.
The program also featured portfolio assessment of academically equiva-
lent life experiences and a senior’s research project. (Note Appendix A -
Case Study of Allerton College.)

Charles College - a private liberal arts college of 1620 enrollment, with
an administratively distinct adult degree college, Adult Alternative
College, which had 520 adults enrclled inundergraduate studies. Charles
College is located in a large urban environment of Edwardsville. Upper-
division adult degree majors in business, accounting and computer
information systems were interviewed. These students experienced both
a liberal arts undergraduate core and a professional major upper-level.
Courses were offered in a semester format either in the evenings or on the
weekends. (INote Appendix C - Case Study of Charles College.)

Community College Ccllege-Transfer Program

e Bayville Community College - a public community college of 7,800
students located near West City with a predominant enrollment in
technical degree areas. Adult students in various lower-division degree
concentrations of the college’s transfer program were interviewed. All
interviewees had completed 15 hours of credit coursework, as well as any
developmental studies requirements. (Note Appendix B - Case Study of
Bayville Commuuiity College.)

Elmwood Community College - a public community college with a
predominant technical degree focus and a student enrollment of 30,000,
located in a major city center of Edwardsville. Adults in the college
transfer program in varied lower-division degree concentrations were
interviewed. These adults had completed at least 15 hours of credit
coursework, as well as any developmental studies requirements. (Note
Appendix E - Case Study of Elmwood Community College.)

Public University

¢ Delta University - a public university as of 1965, it offers undergrad-
uate and master’s programs with limited doctoral study and has a total
enrollment of 15,400. Located on the northern side of Edwardsville, the
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university has alimited history of targeting services to adult students, but
currently offers a support services office for nontraditional students.
Seven curricula are offered in the evening hours. A mix of lower- and
upper-division adult students representing nine academic majors were
interviewed. (Note Appendix D - Case Study of Delta University.)

¢ Fremont University - a public university with a land-grant charter
since 1896, Fremont has a current enrollment of 25,000. It offers a
comprehensive mission with over 300 degree programs and master’s,
professional and doctoral programs. The university has a long history of
serving adult undergraduate students through the evening school and
through correspondence instruction. The evening school offers basic
lower-division courses and electives for most four-year degree programs
and also offers bachelor degrees to be completed in the evening in 15
majors. The university has recently developed an oice for re-entry and
nontraditional students. A mix of lower- and upper-division adult stu-
dents representing 12 majors were targeted. (Note Appendix F - Case
Study of Fremont University.)

At each of the sites, the research team met before and during the adult student
interviews with institution personnel. These meetings established continued
support for the study on-site; the logistics related to entry and access to the
institution, students, and student enrollment rosters; background information on
the institution and the nature of any unique programs or services for adult
students; and, at some sites, contact with academic personnel who had special
interest in adult students and the study.

Sample Selection

Interviewees for the study were identified through a purposeful sampling strategy
congruent with qualitative inquiry (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The initial defining
characteristics for the sampling pool were adult students who: a) were currently
enrolled as undergraduates, b) were at least 30 years of age, ¢) were in good
academic standing according to their institution’s criteriz, d) were currently
enrolled in a baccalaureate degree program or had selected an academic major in
a college transfer program at the community college, and e) had completed at least
15 hours of academic coursework beyond any developmental studies requirements.

Each site developed a current enrollment roster of all students who met the
above sampling criteria. A more limited pool of potential interviewees was created
based upon the purposeful selection of individuals who were likely to represent the
greatest diversity among the adult undergraduate population available at these
institutions. Efforts were made to balance representation according to gender; age;
ethnicity/race; varied hours of enrollment (part-time to full-time); varied levels of
academic status (freshman, sophomore, junior or senior) in relation to the nature
of the institution or program; and varied academic majors. In addition, the
interviewee’s home address in relation to the site location was considered, since
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possible differences in access might be due to commuting distance between home
and collegiate setting.

In the case of the two community colleges, the study only considered those
individuals who had already completed all developmental studies coursework and
were participating in college-level academic courses. In the case of the two private
liberal arts college adult degree programs, the study only focused upon adult
undergraduates who were in similar academic programs (applied organizational
management at one institution, and business, accounting, and computer information
systems in the second). In most cases, the institutionally-generated enrollment
roster provided ihe above requested information, as well as mailing adc cess, home
phone number, and, at certain collegiate institutions, an office phone number. At
the two adult degree program institutional sites, ethnicity, gender, current hours

enrolled, and academicstatus were not noted seenrollmentroster. Inaddition,
at Allerton, student age was not notzd. Te : the sampling process at these
two adult degree program sites, ethnicity . wquentlyidentified for the large
pool of potential interviewees by the d ;- ‘'vdinator of the adult degree
program. In addition, at both private coll » i . . rletion of abaccalau-
reate degree was not part of their data base. .. P yiew sampie for the
adult degree programs, there were threeindividuszus . were below the age of 30

and five who had already received a baccalaureate degree. These discrepancies
from the study’s sampling definers were identified at the time of the interview (see
following discussion of the interview process). In examining theinterview transcripts
for these individuals, the researchers did not find any highly unique or discrepant
meaning frameworks which would suggest that these individuals did not meet the
framework assumptions of the study. Therefore these eight interviews were
included in the study analysis.

The study team interviewed a total of 93 adults. This report presents findings
from 90 of the interviews. Three of the interviews were eliminated in the analysis.
Two were lost due to technical problems with recording. In addition, after careful
review and analysis of the third transcript, it was determined that the interviewee
had presented highly inconsistent and contradictory information throughout the
interview. The coding of the interview reflected highly inconsistent meanings and
conflicting themes. This third interview was also removed from the aualysis.

Each institution was initially assigned a specific sample size, in an effort to
gather a sufficient number of diverse cases, given specific public/private settings,
academic majors, and levels of academic standing. The breakdown of the final 90
interview cases by site included:

Public Community College - College Transfer Program -

Total of 29 lower-division students:
Bayville Coramunity College N = 15 students
Elmwood Community College N = 14 students
Private Liberal Arts College, Adult Degree Program -
Total of 38 upper-division students:
Allerton College N = 20 students
Charles College N = 18 students
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Public University -
Total of 23 lower and upper-division students:
Delta University N = 10 students
Fremont University N = 13 students
The study was approved through the Use of Human Subjects in Research
Committee at the University of Tennessee, Knoxville and was also reviewed and
approved by either a committee or a key academic representative at each of the six
data collection sites. Each institutional site supported procedures for the protec-
tion of individual and institutional anonymity.

Data Collection Procedures - Individual Contact and
Interview

Initial contact by letter was made to a targeted pool of interviewees, selected
according to the sampling plan and representing approximately double the amount
of targeted interviews for a site. This initial letter described the project and
requested their participation (Appendix H). At most of the sites, interviewees could
volunteer for participation by contacting an on-campus office and identifying an
appropriate day and time for the interview. Approximately two weeks after initial
mailing, the research team verified the number of scheduled interviews. Phone
contact was made to the remainder of individuals from the identified institutional
sampling pool of potential interviewees to determine their interest in participa-
tion. Contacts were made to individuals in the targeted pool until the maximum
number of site interviews were scheduled.

At each telephone contact with a prospective participant, the interview
process wasreviewed and any questions regarding the study were answered. Ifthe
telephone contact affirmed involvement in the interview, a meeting date and time
was scheduled at the local institution. After initial completion of the schedule for
interviews at each site, there were occasions for further identification and inclu-
sion of interviewees. If committed participants were unable to meet the interview
date and a suitable alternative time could not be identified, a replacement
interviewee was selected from the remaining pool members and contacted. At two
of the sites, researchers received additional referrals by the interviewed adult
undergraduates identifying interested friends or relatives at the institution who
also desired to be interviewed. These referrals were acknowledged, but rot acted
upon by the researchers.

Each interview was held at anidentifiedlocation at the institutional site of the
participant. Most of theinterviews were held in either conference rooms, classrooms,
private meeting rooms, or offices. Meeting times ranged from 8:00 a.m. to as late
as 10:00 p.m. Although weekend dates were provided, no participants chose the
weekend option. The interview process started at the Allerton College sitein March
1992 and ended at Fremont University in mid-February 1993. All interviews at a
site were conducted before establishing the next round of interviews at the next
case site. Each participant interview includ d the following init'al background
activities: introduction of the study; discussion of use of data and the study’s
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safeguards regarding anonymity and confidentiality; interviewee and interviewer
signatures on permission form (Appendix I); researcher query regarding any
preliminary interviewee questions or concerns; and the interviewee completion of
a demographic sheet (Appendix G). After these initial activities, the audio-taped
interview was conducted, lasting approximately 1 to 2 hours. At most interviews,
two tape recorders were used; the second simultaneous tape recording was done to
provide a backup for any technical problems. Because of potential influence of an
interviewer in the data collection process, the two researchers each conducted
approximately half of the interviews at most of the sites.

Research Analysis

Analysis of data was grounded in inductive thematizing and categorizing of
narrative data, both within each case, across cases at each site, and across
categories of institutions. Each case study interview provided both descriptive and
analytic categories of adult student actions, beliefs, experiences, and judgements.
Analysis of narrative data was conducted in segments guided by the broad domains
of the interview topics. Initially each adult interview was analyzed. This was
followed by a cross-case anaiysis within each institutional site. This mid-level
analysis produced an abbreviated institutional case study for each site (note
Appendices A-F). A cross-case analysis was conducted by institutional category for
the six institutional sites. Finally, global categories and themes were derived by
an analysis across all interviews and institutional sites.

Because of the significant size of the study database, the researchers estab-
lished an a priori set of analytic codes linked to the broad domains covered in each
interview. Initial codes were modified based upon an inductive analysis and
examination of the themes and categories from approximately seven transcripts at
the first site. Additional modifications of the codes occurred throughout the study
asnew and unique themes appeared. Following the initial coding of each interview,
cross-case code files within each site were created on disk. Each code file contained
both descriptive and analytic data related to particular aspects of the adult
undergraduate’sinterview. For example, one of the code files, FAMS.xxx, included
all statements and comments about the interviewee’s spouse; another code file,
PROF.xxx, represented all statements and comments about professors. Within
each code file, each segment of the transcript was placed in the file with its
transcript number and page number(s) from the printed transcript to enhance data
tracking and retrieval. Each code file was further identified by institutional site,
using a filename extension. For example, FAMS.ALL contained all statements
about spouses made by all participants at the Allerton College site. In addition, the
researchers created theoretical memos throughout the study; these memos related
to emergent key themes, noted insights regarding relationships between percep-
tions and circumstances of the adult learners and served as reminders to seek
thematic and categorical verification betwean past and future stepsin the analysis.

Due to both the size of the database and in order to enhance credibility, the
inductive analysis within sites was conducted based on a eplitting of the site files
into two large domains: a) Self, Life Roles and Actions; and b) Institutional and
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Classroom/Learning Characteristics and Actions. Each of the researchers then
conducted inductive analysis of one of the designated domains and maintained that
focus across sites and throughout the study. A statement of key themes and
categories related to each of the two broad domains was developed by each
researcher. These two domain inductive analyses were then discussed and com-
pared by the researchers. Based upon uniqueness of each of the domains as well
as commonalities across the domains, themes and categories were then merged
and written up in an abbreviated ten-page case study for each site. Issues of
interpretation were verified by reviewing the transcripts and initial code files.

Member checking was brought into play at this point in the study (Lincoln &
Guba, 1985). The written case study for each site was sent to the appropriate
institutional contact personforreview. Theinstitutional representative was asked
to review the site case study draft for accuracy. The representative was free to seek
special feedback from key individual(s) within the institutior, but was asked not
Yo publicly distribute this preliminary draft. Telephone conversations with the
institutional representative, as well as facsimile and mail comments verified
accuracy and representativeness of the initial site case study findings. The draft
of the case was also sent to each interviewee for feedback cn the accuracy and
representative presentation of the case in relation to their personal experiences
with the institution. Feedback from the individual interviewees was sought
through a)arequest letter, b) a draft of the site case study, ¢) a feedback form that
included open-ended response options along with Likert-type items and d) a self-
addressed, stamped return envelope (Appendix J). At the first site, a completely
open-ended sheet requesting feedback was sent, with limited results. Therefore,
the Likert-type scale was developed to provide more helpful feedback to the
research team. This feedback sheet provided a validation mechanism through
interviewee comments and was an innovative approach to verifying inductive
themes and findings. Feedback from the interviewees typically represented a 20%
to 25% response rate. Approximately 94% of these respondents were very sup-
portive of the report and noted its congruence with their experiences and beliefs.
A few reported that a section of the site case study differed from their particular
personal beliefs or experiences. Only one respondent indicated two sections which
differed. A few offered additional suggestions for ways their institution could
respond more effectively to adult students.

As an additional means of increasing trustworthiness (Lincoln & Guba, 1985),
some of the case studies and selected portions of the transcripts were shared. These
discussions occurred at about mid-way in the study and included both doctoral and
faculty research groups knowledgeable about research and particularly qualita-
tive approaches to research. These discussions were conducted to examine the
inductive qualitative approach and current findings of the study, to critique and
discuss the analysis and the site case study reports, and to evaluate the format and
presentation of the site cases. These discussions were conducted while maintaining
the anonymity of the interviewees and the sites. Inaddition, special attention was
given one of the site cases after an institutional representative raised a question
of possible bias in regard to one of the identified themes. Several faculty and
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doctoral students were consulted regarding the analysis and presentation of this
case.

Throughout this mid-level analysis, it became apparent that each site generated
new conceptual categories and attributes, as well as exposing greater depth of
existing categories. Although each case often had similar broad categories, each
institutional case presented unique descriptive perceptions, beliefs, values, and
actions. Thus, there was a constant comparative analysis of properties, relationghips,
conditions, and processes.

With the completion of the six institutional cases, a second round analysis was
done according to type of academic setting (public community college, adult degree
program in private liberal arts college or public university). Themes within a
particular postsecondary setting were generated. It was discovered that the two
adult degree programs in the private liberal arts colleges were significantly
different from each other, generating few common themes. Therefore these two
programs were treated separately during subsequent phases of the analysis. The
last stage of the analysis involved a comparative analysis of the individual cases
across and within all six sites focused upon the three major themes of Adult as
Person, Adult as Student Learner, and Adult Images of Involvement as Student.
This final stage of the study delineated a set of key categories and themes
representing adult undergraduates across all settings. Subsequent chapters in
this report present the key themes and categories organized according to the key
research questions of the study, with the last chapter presenting the major findings
and implications of the study.
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Adult Beliefs of Student Entry
and Socialization

INTRODUCTION

Adult student beliefs about the college student role and about their own abilities
to act successfully in that role are at the heart of adult undergraduate education.
These beliefs deeply influence their perceptions of the college environment and
their engagement in classroom learning experiences. These beliefs influence how
they participate in college and how they relate to faculty and students. Foremost,
these beliefs have a significant influence on how they judge themselves and their
actions of learning in the collegiate environment. This chapter will provide a
backdrop of prior literature and research regarding adult student perceptions of
college entry and the student role, early research concerning adult intellectual
abilities to succeed in the college environment, as well as research which guided the
framing of this current study. In this chapter, key perceptual meaning framework
by adult students regarding the student entry process, influences on socialization
to the student role, and adult student beliefs which influenced their actions in the
student role will be presented.

Past Literature and Research

Describing and understanding the learning actions of adult undergraduate stu-
dents has been small but steady focus in the research of adult education, and to a
lesser extent in the research of higher education. Early research about the adult
undergraduate experience began with recorded observations and studies of the
teaching-learninginteractions of working adult students inundergraduate evening
classes and evening colleges in the 1930’s and 40’s, as well as studies focused upon
abilities and participation of World War Il veterans enrolled in college (Dyer, 1956;
Carey, 1961; DeCrow, 1959; Frederiksen & Schrader, 1951). Early concerns were
voiced about cognitive differences which come with aging and their potential
negative impact upon undergraduate studies. There have also been many research
studies examining the comparable academic performance between adult and
younger students (Kasworm, 1980; Kasworm, 1990a; Kasworm & Pike, in press).
In the 1960’s, early theorizing by Knowles (1980) focused upon andragogy (the art
and science of facilitating adult learning) and the belief that more autonomous,
self-directed adult learning activities should be created in the college learning
environment. Current research on adultlearning continued these previousinterests
in adult student abilities, with examinations of cognitive strategies, psychosocial
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dimensions, as well as the varied teaching-learning strategies and classroom
environment (Cross, 1981; Merriam & Caffarella, 1991). In additicn, more recent
work has also focused on the modeling of adult participation patterns and
explication of learning goals in higher education (Cross, 1981; Kasworm, 1993b;
Merriam & Caffarella, 1991; Slotnick et al., 1993), as well as the impact of
specialized adult degree programs, adult oriented curricula, and adult sensitive
instructional strategies (Apps, 1981, 1989; Hall, 1991).

Most current perspectives reveal a strong practitioner belief system that
values supportive entry, academic success, and more individualized attention to
the needs and experiences of adult undergraduate learners. These common
perspectives portray adult undergraduate learners as more motivated; desiring
greater autonomy in their learning, more self-directing, more practical/utilitarian
in their learning interests, desiring to focus on immediate application of informa-
tion, and disliking grading systems as well as unfair grading practices (Apps, 1981;
Knowles, 1980; Slotnick, et al.,1993). Other practitioner discussions concerning
reentry women and adult community college students suggest that many adults
enter higher education with high levels of personal anxiety, with fear of experienc-
ing derision and intimidation, and beliefs of possible failure and being identified
as stupid orintellectually inept within the academically competitive environment.
In addition, other studies have attempted to characterize the dispositional,
situational, and institutional barriers faced by adult learners. Greatest concern
has focused uponinstitutional and situational barriers, which include: access; time
conflicts; work demands; family role conflicts; limited resources; as well as related
institutional issues affecting the design of specific delivery systems, instructional
formats, and programs targeted to adult learners (Apps, 1988; Cross, Valley &
Associates, 1976; Hesburgh, Miller, & Wharton, 1973; Peterson & Associates,
1979). However, as important as these perspectives and limited research have
been, most studies in higher education have examined in situ adult groups with
marginal generalizability to other settings, ignoring the cultural differences
among adult students and between collegiate settings. These studies have pre-
dominantly investigated adult participation in traditional four-year public uni-
versity settings, while enrollment patterns of adult students would suggest that
adult undergraduates are represented in large numbers in a public four-year
college, private college/university, as well as community college. There is &
significant need to un lerstand and describe the adult learner engagement in the
undergraduate learning experience from a variety of collegiate settings.

Focus of Current Study and Related Literature

This chapter is focused upon the second guiding question of the study: How do
adults describe their learning engagement in the classroom and its
relationship to their broader life involvements? These academic learning
engagements are believed to be reflected primarily in adult students’ beliefs and
actions within the collegiate classroom structure and process. However, they also
occur within the day-to-day life-world of adult puisuits of work, family, and
community roles. Thus, the study specifically focused on adult student-defined
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elements of thinking, learning, and actions within both the academic context and
multiple adult-defined life contexts.

It was assumed that academic learning engagements reflected both the
designs of the academic environment, as well as the lived experiences which were
socially constructed by the learner. As suggested by Bruner (1986),

Most of our encounters with the world are not direct encounters. Even our
direct experiences, so called, are assigned for interpretation to ideas about
cause and consequence, and the world that emerges for us is a conceptual
world. When we are puzzled about what we encounter, we renegotiate its
meaning. (p.122)

Thus, learning engagements were “socially negotiated” experiences in the life-
world of the adult student.

Unlike past research which draws upon pedagogical and teaching/learning
theory to describe key elements of teaching and learning, this study asked each
learner to talk about their perceptions, beliefs, and actions in the classroom andin
actions of learning through their varied life roles. Each learner provided a unique
perspective of his/her learning experiences, of particularly vivid and powerful
learning events, and of their beliefs about their lived experiences as learner and as
adult student in our society. These reported beliefs and actions represented
negotiated meanings by the students as they created their conceptual worlds of
student, learner, classroom, collegiate institution, and current adult life roles.

In understanding these negotiated meanings, the study also drew upon past
research on the epistemology of knowledge, intellectual development, and self-
meaning constructions fostered through the work of Bruner (1986), Perry
(Chickering & Associates, 1981; Perry, 1970), Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger and
Tarule (1985), Baxter-Magolda (1992), and others. These perspectives presented
the social constructivist framework and suggested the implicit relationship between
intellectual development and specific kinds of cognitive and affective experiences
that challenge personal meanings of self and world.

This current study differs from dominant perspectives of research on
learning in higher education settings. Prior research often assumes that students
incorporate and act within the traditional beliefs of higher education. These beliefs
focus on a highly structured and stylized process of transmission of knowledge and
values from those who are designated as content experts (faculty), with the passive
acceptance of knowledge to learners (students) who are not expert and knowledge-
able. Quality higher education presents the need for a traditional expert (faculty)
to aid the novice (student) with one-way transmission of authoritative truths and
with regular expert assessment through tests, papers, and grading systems. Thus,
students are assumed to enter the classroom without prior exposure to knowledge
and skill and to gain competence under the direct tutelage of the faculty. There
have been a number of recent critiques of this philosophy in higher education.
Probably the most salient voices have been Freire’s (1970) theories of banking
education; Bruner's theories (1986) of pedagogy, teaching and learning; and
Belenky, Goldberger, Clinchy, and Tarule’s discussion of Women'’s Ways of
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Knowing (1986). These individuals have suggested that the learner is not empty,
unknowing, and naive, lacking both expert knowledge and worldly experiences.
Rather, adults have entered the classroom learning environment with a broad
array of background experiences and current life responsibilities, while desiring to
learn new, specialized knowledge and skill from the academic context. These ideas
have been supported by recent work in expert and novice knowledge. For example,
the work of Sternberg and Wagner (1986), as well as Scribner (1986), has examined
the nature of practical intelligence, with Ceci and Liker (1986) specifically examining
academic and nonacademic intelligence. There is a growing body of literature to
suggest that learners bring expert as well as novice background to & learning
engagement. In addition to studies on expert and novice kniowledge, recent
research on everyday and situated cognition and learning has informed this
perspective (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Rogoff & Lave, 1984). This research and theory
suggests the importance of the learner’s role in the learning process and of the
understanding of meaning and application of learning across the adult life context
beyond the collegiate classroom.

Based in the activity theory of Vygotsky, life-world role activities of the adult
are considered as the units of analysis. In this theoretical foundation, life activities
are assumed to be influenced as adults choose actions based on constructed
personal meaning. The life-world context of the adult student was assumed to
influence these students’ learning engagement in undergraduate educatiun
(Kasworm, 1990b). Activity theory suggested that adult student learning is a
reflection of the entire learner social system; “adult students are examples of
centrifugal growth, of academic growth towards outward roles and experiences”
(Kasworm, 1990, p. 366). Thus, this study examined the adult student’s perspec-
tives of his or her multiple activity roles of worker, family member, community
member, and adult learner as they interacted and influenced the student role and
the construction ofinternal cognitive meanings. It was believed that adultlearners
made meaning of the undergraduate experience as they engaged in these roles.

OVERVIEW OF CHAPTER

Because of the complexity, richness, and diversity of perspectives and insights of
beliefs and actions in learning, this and the following chapter will present key
themes and findings regarding the adult engagement in learning within the
classroom transaction and with other actions related to the student learner role.
In understar.ding key adult beliefs and actions in the undergraduate experience,
it was evidernt that there were several spheres of private and public constructed
meaning. This chapter will focus on the entry and socialization beliefs of adult
undergraduates and their key beliefs concerning the adult student role. Chapter
Four will present the perceived elements of the classroom transaction and adult
undergraduate actions and beliefs about learning in relation to current life roles.
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Background Information on Learner Designations
and Academic Contexts

Because the study purposefully interviewed adult undergraduates from a variety
of life contexts, from varied places in their academic progression towards a degree,
and from six institutional settings, differences in beliefs and actions among the
adult students were evident. To aid the reader in understanding the differences
within these discussions, academic terms for groups of learners and a brief
synopsis of key characteristics of the research site academic setfings are noted
below:

Key terms used to designate specific subsets of adult undergraduates,

include:

* new entry adult students—adults students with no prior higher edu-
cation enrollment. '

e reentry adult students—adults who have experienced prior enrollment
either as a young adult or more recently as an adult and had a previous
drop-out or stop-out experience(s) in higher education.

¢ lower-division students—students who were currently enrolled in
their freshman or sophomore years of study

* upper-division students—students who were currently enrolled in
junior or senior years of study in a designated academic major.

Six institutional sites with differing programmatic and demographic fea-

tures in this study included:

Adult-Degree Programs in Private Liberal Arts College Settings
Allerton College .

This private liberal arts college had a customized adult degree program
at anumber of regional extension sites. Adult student interviewees were in
an upper-division, adult degree major in applied organizational manage-
ment located at an extension site with an enrollment of 275 adult students.
The program featured an accelerated curriculum (upper-level degree work
done in a 15-month, lock-step sequence of one-course units in five- to six-
week blocks). Students entered in groups of 12-15 per cohort. Each cohort
experienced all course work together directed by practitioner instructors.
Each course had a weekly format of a one-night class experience of four
hours and a required smail study group meeting of three to five students for
another four-hour evening, totalling eight hours per week of meeting time.
The program also featured portfolio assessment of academically equivalent
life experiences and a senior research project. [Note Appendix A—Case
Study of Allerton College.]

Charles College

This private liberal arts college of 1620 enrollment offered an adminis-
tratively distinct on-campus adult degree college. The Adult Alternative
College had 520 adults enrolled in adult degree undergraduate studies.
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Upper-division adult degree majors in business, accounting, and computer
information systems were interviewed. These students experienced both a
liberal arts undergraduate core and a professional major of upper-level
work. Courses were offered in a semester format eitherin the eveningsoron -
the weekends. [Note Appendix C—Case Study of Charles College.]

Community College College-Transfer Program Settings

Bayville Community College

This public community college of 7,800 students had a predominant
enrollment in technical degree areas. Adults students in varied lower-
division degree concentrations of the college’s transfer program were in-
terviewed. All interviewees had completed 15 hours of credit course work,
as well as any developmental studies requirements. [Note Appendix B—
Case Study of Bayville Community College.]

Elmwood Community College

This public community college, with a predominant technical degree focus
and a student enrollment of 30,000, was located in a major city center.
Adults in the college transfer program in varied lower-division degree
concentrations were interviewed. These adults had completed at least 15
hours of credit course work, as well as any developmental studies 1equire-
ments. [Note Appendix E—Case Study of Elmwood Community College.]

Public University Settings

Delta University

A public university as of 1965, it offered undergraduate and master’s
programs with limited doctoral study and had a total enrollment of 15,400.
The university has a limited history of targeting services to adult students,
but currently has an adult support services in the Office for Reentry and
Nontraditional students. Seven curricula are offered in the evening hours.
A mix of lower- and upper-division adult students representing nine aca-

demic majors were interviewed. [Note Appendix D—Case Study of Delta
University.]

Fremont University

As a public land-grant university, it had a current enroliment of 25,000.
It offered a comprehensive mission with over 300 degree programs and
master’s, professional, and doctoral programs. The university has a long
history of serving adult undergraduate students through evening school and
correspondence instruction. The institutional unit of the Evening School, in
concert with academic units, offers basiclower-division courses, electives for
most four-year degree programs, and bachelor degrees in 15 majors which
can be completed in the evening. The University has recently developed an
Office for Reentry and Nontraditional Students. A mix of lower- and upper-
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division adult students representing 12 majors were interviewed. [Note
Appendix F—Case Study of Fremont University.]

Organization of the Research Findings

In this study, broad generalized actions and beliefs across most collegiate environ-
ments and adult student groups are presented in categories. These categories of
meaning present global meaning descriptions by most adults in the six institu-
tional collegiate settings. It was evident that both the adult past experiences with
collegiate enrollment and the specific collegiate setting were related to specific key
perspectives, beliefs, and reported actions. These more specific meanings reflect
themes characterized by a particular grouping of adults who represented similar
background experiences of student role or of similar collegiate environments. In
this study, five different adult student status and institutional contexts were
identified with differing themes within a category of key meaning. Because of the
diversity of adult life experiences, complexity of current life circumstances of these
adults, and the complexity of the six institutions, this report will also present
subthemes which suggested particularistic beliefs and perspectives. At this more
focused level, these subthemes illuminate specialized perspectives and actions
within themes. These subthemes were distinguished by the belief or action of a
smaller collection of adult students who acted in several differing ways within the
meaning structure. These subthemes are reported initalics within this chapter. In
the final Summary section of this chapter is a chart that outlines these categories
and themes for the five groupings of students and related collegiate settings.

THE ENTRY PROCESS
INTO THE STUDENT LEARNER ROLE

Adults entered or reentered the student learner role with specific beliefs that
influenced their acticns in the collegiate setting. Eath adult student had expecta-
tions and fears concerning involvement in an academic learning environment in
higher education. These adults also experienced varied collegiate environments
that created additional perceptual meanings and interactions as a supportor as a
hindrance to their student involvement. Thus, adults acted from both private belief
spheres of self-knowledge and from public spheres of socialized constructed beliefs
about student, collegiate setting, and societal judgements.

The student entry process was often one of the most jarring and emotional
initial concerns for adult undergraduates. This section will present this process
through discussion of five broad themes and a diversity of subthemes. For those
who entered college for the first time, there was diversity of beliefs and actions
because adult undergraduates came from varied past educational experiences of
high school, GED, technical college, and/or other forms of work training. Foradults
who reentered the collegiate environment, their beliefs and actions were often
more complex in comparison to first-time entry students. This complexity was
based upon additional beliefs and experiences from previous collegiate institutions,
their own past history as students, and their past and current goals as adultsin a
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student role. Adults spoke with vivid memories and emotions about their entry
beliefs and actions in taking on and adding the student role to their other life roles.
All of these adults believed that they were entering a special cultural environment
which had different expectations, desired behaviors, and judging systems. They
entered and expected to become “undergraduate students,” yet they each viewed
this role and entry process from different, particularistic beliefs and perspectives.
Adultundergraduate students desired to understand and meet external judgements
for appropriate and successful classroom performance. Most of these adults noted
dominating concern for meeting academic grade requirements. However, in more
thoughtful moments, many also noted their concern for meeting the collegiate
expectations for other observed classroom student behaviors beyond grade expec-
tations. In addition, some adults also viewed the student role as a stylized learner
role that allowed for sophisticated growth in lifelong learning pursuits and in
“becoming an educated thinker.” Adapting to a student role for these adult
students was a matter of both academic behaviors and attitudes, as well as self-
confidence and identity as a student. This adaptation was often prominent to new
entry students who could not draw upon analogous experience which predicted
their future success. Reentry students or transfer students often spoke to knowl-
edge of their prior academic success as a gauge for future success. However, this
knowledge was not always comforting. Some adults were worried about initial
academic difficulties because they were in a new, more competitive collegiate
environment with potentially different expectations and procedures, or because
they desired to improve upon their past academic performance.

Significant concern for future success in college were voiced by four distinct
subgroupings of students. These groupings included: 1) new entry adults who as
young adults had been average high school students, 2) new entry adults who had
dropped out of high school and achieved a GED (assessment test for equivalent
high school diploma knowledge), 3) new reentry adults who had done marginal
collegiate work and dropped or stopped out, and 4) new reentry adults who had
failed prior college work as young adult students and reentered after a significant
break in time to try again. These individuals suggested five key alternative
perspectives of perceiving and acting upon their initial entry.

Becoming a Member of the Academic Community

Many of these students who were concerned about future success in college were
in the “proving game.” For one group of these students, they viewed the first few
semesters as the place to prove to the institution, to themselves, to friends and family,
and sometimes to the larger community that they could be successful as college
studeznts. This perspective was a broad belief of both tangible actions and intuitive
knowingby these adults. These adults reported the dominant role of broad external
indicators of grades and faculty feedback to determine success or improvement, of
informal collegiate relationships and conversations to define this success and self-
confidence, and sometimes of personal support systems to provide positive praise
for their efforts and struggles. These individuals focused on deliberately following
and doing all the required and perceived valued actions towards becoming
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successful in the class. In addition, they valued tangible, positive feedback and
assistance to determine their success. After a few semesters of serious effort to
become and act as college students, most of these adults reported that they knew
they were capable of succeeding in college.

A second group of new entry and new reentry adult students also werein the
proving game but they focused on a scheme of incremenal steps, with each step
offering both risk-taking and hopeful success in their college participation. They
spoke to the development of this planning strategy for success as a more comforting
and reasonable approach. This subgroup, predominantly within the community
college setting, talked about not knowing what to expect and not having control
over their environment and lives. These individuals focused on small, manageable
goals which were executed in short-term commitments with focused expectations
and actions. For some adults, the focus was on a test; for some it was a develop-
mental studies course completion; for some it was an academic course in a more
personally challenging discipline area (often English or math); and for some it was
the first semester of study. If they were successful in this first step of action and
involvement, they would continue to the next small goal in this long journey. At
the completion of each step, they reappraised their abilities and possibilities before
committing to the next goal and action step. These adults believed that the adult
journey in a college degree program was too long, unknown, and potentially filled
with failure traps. They needed and wanted a more controlled target, with success

markers and positive success reinforcement along the way. As discussed by one
student,

What I do as a senior [older] student is set meaningful short-term goals that
are within my physical and mental capability of finishing...Keep it flexible—
justdoitinshortincements—and you keepitkind of under control by doing
that way. It doesn’t seem like such a burden. It's more achievable. You're
more likely to come up with success than you are failure.

This concern for handling the long, unknown process of cellege degree work was
further suggested by an Elmwood student: “Learning patience, you've got to doit
a step at a time, and it will be all right at the end. And that’s something to apply
to life...not look for easy answers. But youfind that in a classroom, because you kind
of have to go step by step until youlearn.” Thus, this strategy of small, incremental
steps created a more reasonable approach to handling the fears and anxieties
facing them as-they began their student role, as well as handling the demands of
academic work in a judging environment.

Taking on the student role for the first time or assuming a different student
role through transfer to another institution was both exciting and intimidating.
These adults were figuring out how to act as students and how to be successfiul in
an environment that had a strongly delineated judgement of student academic
success. These students often expressed fears and anxieties about fitting into the
particular collegiate environment and being able to succeed as student learners.
Some guestioned their abilities: “Can I do it? You have to prove to yourself that you
can.” Another student from Delta University noted, “I guess my worst fearis to find
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out I'm stupid. You know, to go back and find out that you can’t do it, I think that’s
the worst fear.” These individuals searched out environmental messages to
determine appropriate actions and behaviors, as well as external judgements of
their success in adapting.

The first month of teacher interactions and judgements of their performance
had a profound impact on three particular subgroupings of adult students: 1) the
new entry students, 2) reentry students with a significant break in enrollment, and
3) some adult transfer students. These three groupings of adults placed significant
emphasis on faculty feedback from their initial tests and papers. They also
reported closely observing and interpreting fellow studen:interactions and judge-
ments, and making comparative judgement about other students’ abilities in the
classroom iu relation to their own abilities during these first few months in the
college classroom. These subgroupings of adult students often reported that they
initially defined their own abilities and personal worth based upon these observa-
tions and feedback. They attempted to assess their level of abilities and compe-
tence within a view of the academic classroom as a competitive setting.

These adults quickly discovered that they could succeed and be respected by
faculty and fellow students. They discovered they were not stupid. They often
found that they were just uninformed about particular sets of procedures and
actions in a highly specialized environment. Many found that their background
wasnotamajor hindrance to their performance in the classroom; they could do well
and succeed. After the first few months of successful classroom involvement, most
students continued to internally monitor other students in their classes and make
comparative judgemenis. However, because they knew they were similar in
capabilities to the younger and their fellow adult students, these adults reported
engaging in reflections and judgements about themselves in their own develop-
ment of desired future learner skills, apart from feedback from others. (As will be
noted later, there was a subset of new entry adults who found that they could not
perform at the top level of the class due to rusty skills and knowledge or to
inadequate background. These students delayed their beliefs of perceived success
in the classroom for a much longer period of time.)

Adapting to a Different Academic Culture

Unlike new entry adults and some new reentry adult students, most continuing
reentry adult students were less sensitive to external major signs of grades.
However, when they entered intc a new academic environiment, they reported
observing and judging others who were already part of this culture for signs of
acceptance and support. Just as new entrant adults determined their acceptance
and success through the contextual environment of faculty and classmates, these
re-entrant adults algo engaged in this process of environmental scanning. How-
ever, unlike the new entry or reentry adults with a significant lapse in prior
enrollment who felt they needed to prove that they could succeed, these reentry
student groupings already believed they would likely succeed. They were more
concerned about adapting quickiy and effectively to the collegiate environment.
For them, key information about successful adaptation came from faculty, other
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“seasoned” adult students, and sometimes co-workers who had been adult college
students. Reentry adults looked to these individuals to provide initial support
through positive and supportive interactions, as 1’ell as to offer a successful role
model of student life.

These reentry adults did not speak to general fears about entering the current
college scene. More oiten they noted a more judging posture of the current insti-
tution, in relation to the previous institution. They determined how they would fare
as students drawing upon the previous academic environment and their experi-
ences, in relation to judging the similar and dissimilar qualities of the new
environment. They also made comparative judgements about the valued arnd less
valued features and student experiences between their past and current institu-
tions.

There was yet a different perspective from adult students who entered the
adult degree programs in private liberal arts colleges. These adults were aware
tha* they were entering an adult environment. They valued their place within an
adult-oriented program and their association with a special group of adults who
were also seeking the same goals of a college credential and a college education.
Some of these adults raised issues and concerns about adapting again to a different
collegiate environment and of being successful as they balanced the student role
with their work and family roles. However, most felt more assured of success
because they were in an adult-oriented program.

Beyond general concerns for reentry and adaptation to the student role, adult
students in the Allerton adult degree program reported specific fears based upon
theaccelerated curriculum and customized program format. The design of Allerton’s
adult degree program was an attraction, but it was also an unknown experience.
Some adult students entering the Allerton program seriously questioned their
commitment and ability to do the academic work in an accelerated format. They
believed that the adult degree structure of the Allerton program provided academic
and psychological support for them. However, both because of the demanding
nature of an accelerated program and their past experiences with other collegiate
programs, many of these adult students initially were anxious and questioned
their abilities and resources. Some students reported that the first two courses in
the sequence of the program were too demanding and caused them to question their
ability to continue. “The first class 1 took at Allerton, I didn’t think I was going to
survive it. We had a lot of work to do. I was just not used to having to push that
hard.” Other students reported that the first two classes were very helpful in
student entry. “The first two classes we had, there were alot of people unsure about
if they were going to succeed or thought about dropping out. However, there was
a lot of support there for them.” These first two courses, which included an
orientation to the program, student academic skills (with a particular emphasis on
writing), and an overview of portfolio development, were viewed as important
early experiences. By the time the students had completed the final course on
development of portfolio validation for life experiences (two courses later), most
interviewees believed that adult students either stayed in the program for the
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duration or dropped out. These early courses, including the portfolio development,
appeared to be a watershed for the program. Charles College, on the other hand,
had students who reflected concerns for adaptation into a new collegiate environ-
ment in relation to the above subgroupings, but did not voice the unique concerns
and experiences of the Allerton group.

Student Role Impacting Self-Knowledge

The majority of adult students in this study noted the develvpment of a congruence
between self and student role in this adaptation process. They saw themselves
incorporating the student role into their lives, with full-time students noting more
focus on the student role on the campus, and part-time students noting the press
of difficulties in balancing student role with other life roles. In addition, a
subgrouping of first-time entry students suggested that entry success was not only
adaptation and congruence with the student role, it was also an unexpected
changing of self, resulting from the student role. These students often reported a
dramatic personal change in their internal view and beliefs about themselves. For
example, one student noted that after two years at Bayville Community College,
“Well, I see myself differently now, than I did two years ago or even a year ago. Not
so much that they have changed [other people in her life], as I have. I've grown from
the inside and know who I am and what it is that I want.” These beliefs about the
impact of college on self often focused on the development of self-confidence and the
enhancement of self-identity and life purpose.

Avoidance of Collegiate Socialization

There were also some adults who noted a lack of interest and desire in being
socialized into the student role. These few individuals just wanted the credential,
judging college life from this utilitarian perspective. They wished to maintain their
primary socialization in work, slf, and, if appropriate, family. Often these
individuals, as studenis, were involved in learning in limited ways. They saw
themselves as wanting to remain detached; they did not wish to immerse them-
selves in the role and in the belief system of student learner. One student from
Fremont University who observed these avoiders of student role socialization
commented, “This type of student is just there hoping that while they're in class
something will rub off on them long enough to make it on a test.” These students
usually expressed the necessity for having a college credential but did not believe
in the value and worth of a college education. Ore Allerton student reported, “As
I move into management, I find that many companies are just unwilling to consider
someone without a degree for upper slots. And that may be arbitrary but that’s the
way it is, so the bottom line is I need a piece of paper...I want that degree, so that
I can make more money.” This subset of students viewed their involvement as a
societal or business force that propelled them into the college classroom to
maintain their current position, to be promoted into a higher position, or to gain
a comparable position in another company. They viewed society as creating this
business requirement for the college credential, but they believed that the require-
ment was a mockery of solid work experiences and a fraudulent substitute for
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appropriate learning experiences. They viewed themselves as knowledgeable and
competent for the position and believed a college credential was only a piece of
paper for screening, rather than a demonstration of knowledge and worth appli-
cable to the work world.

Institutional Supports for Student Role Entry

Most of the adult undergraduates, both new entry and reentry students, were
aware that college student roles are customarily viewed as “young adult student
roles” and included full-time involvement and minimal life role responsibilities.
Many of these entry or reentry adults who returned after a young adult collegiate
involvement expressed self doubts about being “like a college student.” Unless
these adult students had friends who had recently been adult college students, they
often had no model for being a different kind of ccllege student. Such adults were
creating a new path from many unknowns within a collegiate setting, as well as
drawing upon their own abilities to adapt and perform. It was clear that institu-
tional supports such as an adult support service or the presence of adult students
in a class aided in their adaptation.

Institutional supports were part of theinitial entry or reentry process for many
students. At the two community colleges, participants spoke to the key support of
the faculty and staff who interacted with individual students. In addition, at
Bayville Communrity College, the new entry adult student group spoke to the value
of developmental studies in promoting successful entry, while the comparable
group at Ellnwood Community College did not focus on developmental studies as
unique and significance experiencesin thetransition. At the two publicuniversities,
most students viewed as key institutional support faculty in the classroom, and
select staff who aided them in their admissions process or advisement process. In
addition, a few students mentioned the support of the Office for Nontraditional
Students. At Delta University, a number of students spoke to special interventions
by administrative staff to aid entry and gain access to specific programs. Adult
students who participated in evening courses at Fremont University also spoke of
the evening school, its format, and initial advising. At the two adult degree
programs in private liberal arts colleges, students spoke to the predominant
framework of the program as a key support. In addition, they reported the value
of initial advisement and the access to supportive staff. Allerton adult students
spoke to the supportive elements of the program design, the study group, and
general extension site personnel. At Charles College, the Adult Alternative College
staff and faculty support were believed to be important adult student supports.

Although institutional support services were believed to be of aid in this
socialization process, most of the interviewed adult students identified their
relationships with their classroom teachers as the primary supportive relationship
for self as student learner. These adults believed that this key faculty support
related to their success; therefore, they valued a belief in connectedness with the
faculty instructor in the classroom as they gained confidence in their student role.
Positive classroom interaction and support was intertwined with their perceptions
of success as students.
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None of these 90 students believed they gained primary academic support for
initial student success from the broader collegiate climate of student services,
extra curricular or co-curricular activities. They did report that initial entry was
often linked to specific helpful access systems or developmental studies; however,
they usually noted the more dominant value of collegiate staff or faculty who
intervened to aid them in solving problems. When asked about the presence or
absence of institutional support services for adult students, they did want services
to be made available. They judged the general support of the college or university
towards adult students by the presence of these services. These students believed
special adult-oriented academic programs and scheduling, as well as adult-
sensitive faculty and staff attitudes, communicated to these students that they
were accepted and valued members of the academic community. However, most
of these adult students saw themselves as being highly self-sufficient and usually
not in need of specialized services. They believed that these services should be
made available to less fortunate adults who came with greater needs and who
required special institutional assistance to be successful.

Summary of Entry Process

There were five broad key themes in the entry process of taking on the student
role. The first theme, becoming a member of the academic community was
suggested by entry or reentry adults who viewed entry as a dramatic change.
Subthemes within this desire to become socialized into the academic community,
included: 1) proving to themselves and sometimes friends and family that they
could be suciessful as college students; 2) developing a scheme of incremental
stages to risk-taking and succeeding in their college participation; 3) expressing
fears and anxieties about fitting into the particular collegiate environment; and 4)
discovering that they could succeed and be respected by faculty and fellow
students. The second broad theme of adapting to a different academic culture
was expressed by reentry adults who viewed this action as a transition from cne
environment to another. Key subthemes included: 1) observing and judging others
who were already part of this culture for signs of acceptance and support; 2)
identifying a judging posture towards the current institution, in relation to the
previous institution; and 3) expressing specific fears based upon the accelerated
curriculum and customized program format especially within the Allerton College
subgroup. The third theme suggested an impact of the student rcle on self-
knowledge. This theme of self-change as a result of the student role most often
was expressed by the community college group. The fourth theme suggested a
theme of avoidance of coliegiate socialization by a subgrouping of adult stu-
dents. This theme was most often expressed by upper-level students viewing their
involvement as a requirement for their career security and advancement. The final
theme focused upon institutional resources and supports for student role
entry. Within each environment and grouping of students, there were common
beliefs of the value of the faculty as a key resource for entry, with specific
environmental differences between institutions as to other institutional resource
supports for adults.
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SOCIALIZATION IN THE ADULT STUDENT ROLE

There were a significant number of adult undergraduates in this study who had
prior collegiate experiences. As they reentered college or transferred from one
college to another college, they came into the student role with a knowledge of the
requirements and of their past abilities to perform. As they checked out the new
cultural context, they often determined a need to alter or refine their expectations
or actions. They desired to become socialized into this new collegiate culture. In
2ddition, after making the transition into a collegiate environment, those adults
who entered as new students or as students with a significant gap in their previous
enrollment also suggested that there were certain activities of adaptation and
socialization into the collegiate environment. This section will present three key
themes in the socialization process of the adult student role: Stairstepping from
prior experiences into current student role, resolving background uneven knowl-
edge and skills, and learning how to learn and study.

Stairstepping from Prior Experiences into Current Student
Role

Most adults drew upon their past life experiences in their adaptation and social-
ization to the student role. Four subthemes were voiced by these adults regarding
the relationship of their own past life experiences and accomplishment in relation
to their current socialization into the student role. More often reentry adults would
gpeak to these themes, while new entry adults often discounted their past life
experiences to aid in socialization in this new cultural context. One group of vreentry
adults expressed a subtheme focused on personal confidence and a belief in self for
their continued success. These adults judged themselves as successful individuals.
They did not speak to their uniqueness in relation to entry or continuance with
college. They knew that they would continue tc be successful and could adapt to the
student role and the collegiate culture. This group believed in themselves and their
own abilities to be successful in a variety of contexts.

A second group of adults noted a subtheme of future student success based on
the assumption that their expertise in other life roles would carry through in this
student role. Representing a group of adult students who had successful business
careers or success in high profile volunteer activities, they viewed the student role
as requiring similar abilities and commitments as their current and past major
performance roles. Not all reentry students with successful business or volunteer
careers necessarily equated their prior life role success with automatic success in
the student role. Some students with these backgrounds judged the adaptation to
the student role as dramatically different and requiring different skills and
abilities. The adults in this second group were unlike the first group in that they
viewed their past role accomplishment to support their ability to socialize into the
student role, as opposed to a belief in self to create success in the student role.

Reentry transfer students who drew upon past successful experiences as
enrolled students in another institution were the third group of students who
stairstepped from prior experiences. These transfer students usually believed that
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because of their recent involvement and success at another institution, they would
aiso be successful in this new setting. Part of this perspective was based in the belief
that they could figure out the institution and its similarities and differences
because of these past collegiate experiences. They could easily determine if there
were different expectations, so that they could act appropriately and be successful.
Often, these students were involved in making comparative judgements of the
quality, academic learning focus, and institutional supports for students between
the two institutions. These students often reported key strengths and weaknesses
in the structure, organization, and resources of the institution for adult students.
Thus, multiple experiences in different collegiate institutions provided adult
undergraduates with a more informed and critical judgement set about the nature
of a college experience for adult undergraduates like themselves.

A dominant fourth group viewed the student role as a “work ethic” role. These
individuals, who usually represented community college settings, equated student
success with perseverance and diligence, staying on task, putting in the time, and
foregoing other life activities to complete the task. These beliefs reflected
stairstepping on prior experiences, beliefs, and an individual orientation to work
and family life. They viewed success in a student role as analogous to success as a
committed and dedicated worker. Within this belief or the work ethic student role,
this group suggested that their lives required different priorities when they
became students. New priorities of college meant sacrificing in relation to compet-
ing activities and life responsibilities. “Good students are people who are willing
to give up extra things, the pleasures in life, in order to better educate themselves
[Bayville]l.” These students believed that the student commitment required self-
discipline, motivation, and a strong belief in the long-term value of an education.
Viewing the student role as a commitment to hard work was linked to their
determination to overcome potential difficulties or setbacks in their course work
or tests. An Elmwood Community College student n¢ 2d, “Most of the older
students are really working hard to get their education and they will do their work;
they try their best.” There were a number of related beliefs and strategies as part
of this perspective. First, there was a belief that adult students should always try
to do their best and should seek out assistance if they were having difficulties.
Difficulties included such things as doing homework; readings which were judged
to be difficult, confusing, or incomprehensible; or demanding papers and tests.
Most of these students assumed there were expected and appropriate student
actions which would overcome any learning difficulties. The student work ethic
role reflected codes of conduct and commitmentincluding: attending all classes and
being punctual; taking significant notes; doing all homework and readings promptly;
and participating in class. Based on these actions, adults believed that they would
have success in quizzes, papers, examinations and in course grades. In addition,
they believed that good students were respectful of the teacher and of the classroom
environment. This constructed belief of faculty judgements and of grading out-
comes also reflected the same belief: that the greater the effort, the higher the
grade. Bayville students presented one additional dimension to this subtheme.
They also believed that a good student was one who also helped others be
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successful. Therefore, they assumed that they should also extend a hand to aid
others in homework, studying for tests, or exchanging notes, as well as hold these
expectations for others to help them when it was needed. In contract, Elmwood
students assumed that they could find assistance within the institution when it
was needed and did not feel obligated to other students.

Summary of Stairstepping from Prior Experiences as Part of the
Socialization Process

Adults who drew upon prior self and life experiences in relation to their entry
represented four subthemes related to different subgroupings: 1) one subgrouping
noted a sense of personal confidence and belief in self for continued success in the
student role; 2) a second subgrouping suggested that the adult students’ expertise
in other roles would carry through in this student role; 3) the third subgrouping
represented students who drew upon their recent involvement and success at
another institution as a belief which would reinforce success at this new institu-
tion; and 4) a final subgrouping viewed the student role as a “work ethic” role,
drawing upon a belief system that expressed their actions in assumed positive
course learning and grading outcomes.

Resolving Uneven Knowledge and Skill Background

In all six institutional settings, some adult students recognized either prior to
entry or in early entry that they would have academic difficulty because of a
background knowledge or skills gap. A portion of these students believed that they
had become “rusty” in their academic knowledge and skills because of lack of use
of these specialized academic skills in their adult lives, while another portion of
these students suspected they were weak in a basic skills area because of past
deficient schooling experiences. Another grouping of these adults assumed that
they had sufficient skills, but quickly learned in the classroom that they did not
come with the level and fluency of knowledge for college classroom activities and
related faculty expectations. For many of these individuals, entry was problematic,
reflecting either anxiety, fear, anger, or denial of any knowledge or skill difficulties.

Within the community college setting, this particular entry issue was system-
atically handled by basic skills testing for reading, writing, and mathematics. Most
of the new entry community college adults participated in one or more courses of
developmental studies. The majority of these aduits found this intervention
important in gaining needed academic skills. They believed that the institution
was trying to be helpful to them, wanting them to succeed. Thus, developmental
studies was viewed as an important bridge between lack of adequate basic skiils
and the development of reading, writing, and mathematics skills to succeed. Most
of these adults viewed developmental studies as a significant contribution to their
future success as undergraduate students. A few adults, on the other hand, saw
their placement in developmental studies to be a waste of time. They questioned
the review and testing of knowledge and skill in a semester-long course, when a
quick review would have been sufficient. A few were embarrassed to be in
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developmental studies, “It’s embarrassing, being in that class [basic math class];
and it’s something that you feel like you should have learned in elementary school.”

A subgrouping of adult students faced a different concern of inadequate
knowledge and skill. This group often faced a gap between their current knowledge
level in content-specific subjects and the expected depth of student background
knowledge assumed by faculty members. These gaps were more often reported in
mathematics, sciences, and engineering. As noted by one university student, “So
I'm trying to learn all this 110 botany stuff about cell division and respiration. And
I'm playing catch-up along with kids who have had all this...I feel really dumb. I
feel stupid...I think because of my past education. I didn’t have any college prep
classes; I didn’t have a foreign language. I only had one semester of high school
algebra.” This issue of entry with inadequate content knowledge was a particular
subtheme for adults at the two public universities who were new entrants, for
transfer students who entered into a different institutional setting, and for the
students in adult degree programs who faced mathematics or statistics-related
course work.

Because most four-year collegiate institutions do not determine adequacy of
students’ background knowledge for academic course placement, these new entry
or reentry adults reported a variety of actions to resolve the problem. A number of
adults reported that they enrolled in the local community college and took lead-up
courses (particularly in mathematics and chemistry). As noted by one student,
“Thank goodness I took the leadup classes to math [at the community college],
because I would have been lost. So many people in the class [at the four-year
college] were lost because they hadn’t had anything up to that point to refresh.”
Some students used their co-workers, their adult classmates, their friends, or their
children in colilege or high school to tutor them in background information. A
number of adult students gathered high school texts or alternative basic texts to
make up for inforruation gaps or to refresh dusty memories of background
foundational knowledge. A few students at Fremont University reported paying for
tutoring services that bridged the perceived gap between their knowledge and
conceptual understandings to meet the rapid pace and depth of expected under-
standing of the courses. A few students also found that they could learn better by
repeating key foundational courses. They used the second time enrollment as a
review for making sense of information, creating strong foundational knowledge
structures to support later courses, and making a better grade that second time for
their transcript.

* A number of adults were disappointed when college faculty advised or placed
them in courses requiring background knowledge they did not possess. “I found out
on my own in the first day or two ir: class that I didn’t have the background for this
class. I needed to step back...I'm going to have to have precalculus before I have
calculus, and have trigonometry before I can do statistics. And I felt I was advised
poorly...nobody wanted to listen to what my experiences were or what my strong
and weak areas were.” These “lived experiences” reflected a gap between the level
of background knowledge and the level of expected fluency of knowledge for current
classroom instruction. Equally surprising was the majority of interviewed adults
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who entered or re-entered college who did not report any difficulty with a gap in
knowledge or skills. Individuals who reported their discovery of inadequate
background knowledge usually represented lower-division: adult entrants in four-
yearinstitutions, as well as reentry adults who were engaged in science, math, and
engineering related-courses.

There were two key themes reflecting the nature of adult resolution of uneven
knowledge and skill grounds. One group who entered the community college lacked
adequate basic skills to succeed. These individuals usually valued the placement
testing and required involvement in the developmental studies program for
reading, writing and mathematics skills. They saw these actions as helping them
to succeed in college. The second key theme represented a group of adult students
who expressed recognition of a gap between their current knowledge level in
content-specific subjects and the expected depth of background knowledge as-
sumed by faculty members. Theseindividuals represented most often new entryor
re-entry adults with a long break in enrollment who were in lower-division course
work in four-year institutions, or who were involved in upper-division courses
requiring related background knowledge in science, mathematics, or engineering.
These individuals reported a variety of strategies to bridge these inadequacies in
foundational knowledge. However, in this group, there was no systematic institu-
tional intervention to aid adults inidentifying these potential knowledge deficiencies.

Learning How to Learn and Study

Just as any life role has specialized knowledge and skills, these adults knew the
student role required specialized tools of knowledge and skill to succeed. These
adults assumed there were specific tools and skills inlearning and in studying that
were essential for successful academic learning (Vygntsky, 1978). Different group-
ings of adult students suggested varied beliefs and actions about the identification,
use, and impact of these skills and knowledge in the academic setting.

For one adult student group, their initial entry into the student role was
dominated by “learning how to learn and how to study.” This group represented
new entry adults, adults who had a lengthy gap in prior college enrollment, and
adults who had not had earlier successes in the classroom. As noted by one reentry
community college student upon attending his first classes,

I think the first shock was when Ilooked around and everybody was taking
notes and I wondered what they were writing. I didn't have any idea what
they were writing. I mean I figured that they were writing what the teacher
was talking about—but I didn't have any study skills or study habits.

These adults had to learn or relearn how to pay attention to lectures, write papers,
take class notes, conduct library research, study for tests, and judge what
information was important. This group spoke dominantly about learning how to
memorize concepts, terminology, and hierarchical forms of information; these
skills were viewed as “academic skills of learning.” Theyidentified the need and the
specific actions to demonstrate these academic skills through faculty, fellow
students, their past actions in studying from high. school, as well as occasionally
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searching out literature on how to study. Most of these individuals reported that
they expended great time and effort in studying and in creating a plan to manage
their out-of-class time in support study activities.

For the second major groupings of adult students, reentry adults, tools of
learning and thinking were reinvigorated from general class involvement and
studying after a few months back in the classroom. Many reentry adults reported
their reflections of past experiences as students in college. They also noted
observing and occasionally questioning other students about specific learning/
study actions. These adults often evaluated how they acted in the class, in
studying, and in writing papers, in relation to past experiences. Most of these
students could not directly articulate the specific actions or tools of learning and
studying beyond global statements, such as note-taking or paying attention to the
instructor. However, they usually reported that they were again able to perform as
students with increa "ngly effective learning and study skills after a few weeks or
months back in a col :giate student role. In this second group were reentry adults
who had not been successful in college in their younger years. These adults
selectively paid attention and focused their energies in studying and learning in
particular areas of self-diagnosed need.

Although finding out how to study or learn was important to student success,
there were limited institutional programs or rescurces to develop or refine basic
study skills and learning strategies. Of the six research sites, Bayville Community
College was the only site which offered a required study skills course with their
developmental program. At this site, the study skills course was viewed as one of
the most valuable courses. And when students were asked about their studying,
Bayville students used the most diverse set of learning and study strategies of all
of the sites. The adult degree program at Charles College offered an orientation
workshop session which included study skilis; its value was noted by a few adults
in the interviewed group. However, most of the interviewed students believed that
their institution did not offer instructional support for study skills, nor did most
adults seek out faculty or staff regarding study skills instruction. Some of the
students reported that faculty, usually in the community college, provided key
guidance and instruction about ways to study and learn within the classroom
instruction. “I think the instructors, whatever they recommend, I try to follow their
recommended procedures. I mean, I feel that they’re the experts on the subject and
they’re going to advise me which way is best to learn the material” [Elmwood].

Along with these beliefs about learning and studying, most adults also focused
upon developing time management strategies for studying and developing priority
times for their homework, reading, studying for tests, and writing papers. Time
was a limited and needed resource for student learning and college participation.
However, most attempted to mentallynegotiate and balance their time investments
between family, spouse, work, college, and sometimes continued involvement in
church and community. Most believed that they were over committed and could not
effectively provide the time and support to all of these important life obligations.
New entrants, first-semester reentrants, and adult students in the accelerated
adult degree program reported more focused energy spent in developing time
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management skills, prioritizing and allocating time and resources, and balancing
student, work, family, and personal life roles. These individuals talked about
creating a different way of living and acting in their personal lives. For reentry
adults, there were also detailed, particularistic, and complex time management
and resource schedules to meet perceived high demands of their employer, their
children, their spouse, and their extended families. However, these individuals did
not expend the perceived energy in creating or monitoring these actions. They
spoke to their time management system as part of their assumed lifestyle, being
creative in best utilizing their time and personal resources. For example, these
students spoke of using commuting time to listen to either the faculty or their own
taping of notes from a class, of using business trips as a good time source forintense
studying, or of using Sunday afternoons as a family quiet time for studying.

Belief Strategies for Developing Learning and Studying

Most students reported their own personal efforts in creating or enhancing
knowledge and skills in learning to learn and study. “I'm a person who didn't even
study when I was a kid...[T had] no practice of studying, I didn’t understand what
to do. I'm still learning how to study.” Most adults spoke to broad and nonspecific
actions in their learning of study skills. These actions often included talking with
others and . sking them how they did certain things, observing others, or experi-
menting with alternative approaches. As part of this development of a personal set
of strategies, adult students also noted their general concerns about this trial and
error approach to developing study strategies. Thus, these adults reported certain
beliefs and specialized processes which they believed related to successful studying
and learning.

There were four strategies suggested by varied groupings of adults as they
spoke to theirlearning how tolearn and studyin a collegiate environment. The first
strategy was focused on creating activities and organizers to help retain content
knowledge in its form of specialized terminology, key attributes, and key relation-
ships to a knowledge category. These individuals reported developing rote
memorization skills, repetitive reviews, as well as utilizing summaries and
alternative forms of knowledge presentation (graphs, oral taping of notes, and of
retyping hand-written notes into typed outlined notes). This strategy drew both
upon the written course texts, faculty syllabus and lecture notes, as well as
sometimes other collateral texts used by the student to make sense of the course
(most often in mathematics and science courses). These individuals most often
spoke to this strategy as the process to learn a new area of content totally
unfamiliar to the student and his/her previous education. Often these students
suggested that the knowledge was quite foreign and unfamiliar. They viewed
themselves as trying to create a knowledge space in their memories in hopes that
this new knowledge would eventually have personal meaning for them, as well as
be anchored in memory to be easily recalled for tests and quizzes. This first strategy
was most often reported by community college and new entrant adult students. “I
putin alot of time and...it is just repetition. And if I really run into something that
Ican’t getinto my head, I'll sit down with a pen and it might take three or four extra
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hours, butI'll sit down with a paper and summarize the materials. And that’s a sure
way to make it stick.”

Many of the students also suggested a second strategy for learning which
mirrored the faculty’s organization of the course through both written and oral
description of key concepts, ideas, events, and related skills. They viewed the
faculty member as the expert to create the organization structure which high-
lighted the more significant and valued information concepts and their relation-
ships. This grouping did not believe that students should memorize all content.
Rather, they looked to the faculty member to provide a more streamlined and
efficient approach to identifying key ideas, skills, and relationships for studying.
“I concentrate on what the topicis and what the professor islecturing about, rather
than so much as to what’s going on around me. ...Ifindit very easy for me to follow
the professor if I read before I come to class, follow the professor diligently in class
and then read the material again. And it kind of drives the point home.” In both
this learning strategy of creating a learning framework which followed the
faculty’s organization and the first strategy of creating a system to retain through
rote memorization und repetition of test-relevant knowledge, students believed
that their fellow students were only valuable in providing a medium to identify the
important knowledge, in organizing the kno'wledige for memorization, and creating
interactive sessions to grill students in reinforcing effective recall of information
from the faculty lectures and the course text. They did not view other students as
creating an important medium for their own learning and understanding beyond
the required course assessments.

The other two learning strategies moved beyond the concern for learning how
to effectively perform in the classroom and the necessity for demonstrating specific
recalled class information for examinations and grades. These two learning
strategies were concerned about application of the course content, as well asa more
conceptual understanding and broader meanings of key class knowledge. In the
third strategy, adult students noted the value of application of classroom knowledge
in their own world of actions and practice. Although they understood the necessity
to recall key concepts, terms, and ideas, they wanted to learn in relation to the
world beyond the classroom and applications that would be more personally
meaningful and have practical consequences. As an example, the following com-
ment represents an individual who entered the accounting program without
experience. Part way through his program, he accepted a work position in
accounting. He notes this shifting from rote memorization to his understandings
of broader applications and practical uses.

I know that when I first started taking accounting it was all rote memory.
It was ghort terrn memory and it was gone. And then once I started working
with it [in later courses and his position], somehow it was there in the back
of my mind somewhere and it just sort of started dredgingitself out andlittle
by littleit made sense...[I said to myself] “That is what Ilearned in class and
it really works. This is the way they really do it out in the world.”
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This third strategy had both broadening, as well as limiting, elements. As
adults, they actively viewed their learning of course content in tandem with their
world of work and other related actions. Thus, they continually attempted to relate
the course context with other parts of their world. This learning strategy often gave
them broader and more informed applications in their world and family life.
However, for some individuals, this desire for application became a tyranny of
exclusion of learning materials which were not viewed as relevant or applicable to
the adult life-world setting. The application for knowledge to other life roles was
not only a helpful learning strategy; it was also a set of actions for judging and
learning only select aspects of course content.

The fourth strategy incorporated the interest in broader applications, but
focused more dominantly upon developing deeply embedded conceptual meanings
and understandings. In this strategy, adults were not only interested in applica-
tion, they were interested in the viability of knowledge for future study and
practice, or in creating broader self-perspectives aboat this knowledge in relation
to the world. As suggested by a Fremont student, “There are a few people who
actually can mesh the material into whatit means 2nd how to applyit and actually
understand the relationships of different material. Those are the ones that not only
do excellent on exams, but a year from now, they’ll still know enough about that
subject to useit.” There was alsc a strong beliefin this subset of students that their
primary goal was to develop tools for learning rather than memorizing quickly
dated content. “Education will give you the tools in order to find that information
that you need [for the future].” This group viewed the learning-how-to-learn
process from a more metacognitive action, of understanding the concepts as
intellectual knowledge as it related to other knowledge areas, as well as offering
a sef oflenses to understand, view, and actin the world. The group of adult students
who more often reported this strategy were in the Charles adult degree program
or in either Delta or Fremont public universities.

Summary of Learning Bow to Learn and Study

Adult students noted two orientations to their student role in relation to
learning how to be effective learners and students. For those initial entry adult
students, their beliefs were dominated by “learning how to learn and how to study.”
Reentry adults, however, spoke to a reinvigoration of their formal student tools of
learning and thinking. Some students noted there were limited institutional
programs and support for developing basic study skills and learning strategies.
However, most students gained knowledge and skills inlearning tolearn and study
from a personal set of strategies and actions. There were four key beliefs which
included study and learning strategies, including: 1) creating activities and
organizers to help faithfully retain exact content knowledge; 2) learning that
mirrored the faculty’s organization of the course and preferred areas of knowledge
to be learned; 3) valuing and focusing learning on: the application of classroom
knowledge in their own world of actions and practice; and 4) incorporating the
interest in broader applications, but focusing more dominant concern upon devel-
oping deeply embedded conceptual meanings and understandings.
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KEY BACKGROUND BELIEFS AND PERCEIVED
INFLUENCES ON THE ADULT STUDENT ROLE

Although entry and socialization of adult students was an important perspective
in understanding initial interactions between adult students and the collegiate
institution, equally important was the understanding of adult beliefs about the
undergraduate student role and how these beliefs influenced possible learning
actions. This illumination of adult beliefs about the undergraduate student role
represented key perceptual frameworks which guided adult actions in the class-
room, as well as within the collegiate institution. In particular these adult students
perceived and experienced certain conditions unique to themselves and their adult
student contemporaries. The following discussions will present five key themes of
adult student role beliefs, including: 1) perceiving the paradox of being an older age
student; 2)living with a changing identity and adultlife concerns; 3) perceiving age
as an influencer of learning; 4) viewing learning as different across the disciplines;
and 5) describing differing perspectives of academic and real world knowledge.
In examining these key themes of beliefs and influences of the adult student
role, it is important to remember that the interviewed adults were all continuing
enrolled students who had experienced academic success (as defined by acceptable
academic standing). At this pointin their academicjourney, these adults were very
proud of their accomplishments in college, were aware that they would probably
complete their degree, and knew that they were making passable, if not superior,
grades. Yet, these adults noted unique beliefs from the adult life role perspective
which framed their view of learning in the classroom and their relationship to the
broader institutional context. '

Being an Adult Student: Paradox of Being an Older Age
Student

The majority of adult students were concerned about their ability to act effectively
in the student role because of their adult age and multiple life roles. Many felt
discomfort because they were older than the younger undergraduate college
student group and represented a different kind of student who had work, family,
and community responsibilities. One key subtheme for a subgroup of these adults,
particularly new entry or reentry with significant break in enrollment, was an
initial belief of the college student role as primarily for young adults. They initially
perceived themselves to be out of place in a college classroom and campus. Many
assumed that adult involvement as an undergraduate student was viewed as an
inappropriate-age behavior, and that older adults probably should not be college
students. They initially believed their presence in the college classroom suggested
that they had not been bright enough to complete college work during their young
adult years. Thus, they often came onto campus and into the classroom believing
that others would judge them as undesirable. As stated by one community coliege
student, “The personal difficulty was that sometimes being forty-two years of age—
being old enough to be the parent of a lot of the students in my classes and just
walking around the campus, especially around faculty who are my contemporar-
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ies—I just would sometimes feel so stupid.” They initially saw themselves as
inferior to the students and faculty currently on the campus and of lesser value to
the college administration.

Ofthe fiyu - sites with intergenerational academic programs, adult students at
Delta University expressed the strongest feelings of incongruence between the
adult student role and the collegiate environment. These perceptions could have
come, in part, from the nature of this institution which did not have a major
academic program structure, delivery systems, cr institutional policies serving
adult students. As noted by one of the Delta students, “You're in an environment
of mostly kids that you don’t relate to, that you really don’t have a lot in common
with; so you feel kind of ostracized and [without] a lot of respect. You feel kind of
like you are on your own.” Possibly because of the evening school structure,
students at Fremont did not report the strong beliefs of age discomfort. The
community college environment often reflected a more age-heterogeneous envi-
ronment. Adult studentsin these two community colleges also did not voice feelings
of being judged because of their age. However, adults in these four environments
of intergenerational academic programs did report differences in initial comfort
andinthe nature of classroom interactions between courses which were dominantly
young adult and those which had a good representation of adult students (often in
evening courses). It was evident that the intergenerational academic programs, a
more youth-dominated campus, or a youth-dominated course were pivotal cultural
factors in these concerns of age.

In addition to the initial discomfort in their age, a select group of adults often
felt initial discomfort based upon their past life accomplishments. These adults
made comparative judgements about themselvesin relation to other young student
and faculty age-related accomplishments. They initially as¢ :ssed themselves to be
inferior, because theybelieved that they should be more accomplished for their age.
They assumed their adult age status in life should be linked to a more significant
level of personal and societal accomplishment. Some believed they were being
judged negatively by the institution and society based upon their background of not
pursuing college work or of stopping out of college or high school in their young
adult years. They viewed their yowag adult actions as a reflection of their
inferiority in the current college environment. Many regretted losing those years
without a college degree completion and the potential difference that a college
education would have made to their lives. These beliefs and feelings were both a
motivator to pursuing and completing the degree and also providing special initial
anxieties and concerns about fitting into the college classroom.

Although these feelings, beliefs, and experiences of being older in a young
person’s environme nt were very real, most adults discovered a comfort zone during
the first month of classes. This adult student comfort zone was created either
through messages from faculty and students supportive of them, or from their own
self beliefs about their commitment to a college education. Most adults noted
making initial judgments about this comfort zone during the first classes.

Well you walk into the classroom, and I noticed the first thing—I was trying
to find out if there was anyone older than me. And thank goodness. I felt
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better after I had seen older people. But, of course, everyone looked so young.
I'noticed as time has gone on now—-they don’t all look quite as young as they
used to look. And I've learned I am far from being the oldest one in here.

Another student noted, “What I found in every case was just a misconception on my
part. No one thought any less of me for being my age, as compared to their age; it
was all in my mind.” However, some adults had not found that comfort zone. These

“adults believed that adults should maintain a separation from the regular college

community. “They [older students] know their place in schoo}; but they have their
home lives ag well, so they’re really not looking for that full comfort from the college
life.”

These adult students discovered that they were not judged and graded
negatively in the classroom based upon their age. As one student reported, “And
you're not perceived by age, you're perceived generally by your contributionin class
and the way you conduct yourself.” In addition, some students were initially
concerned that they would be treated with feigned acceptance or in a patronizing
manner. As noted by one student at Delta University, “l haven’t really had anyone
treat me like I'm old enough to be their father. And I appreciate that. I don’t want
it. I don't like being treated as an elder.” These adults desired to be accepted for
themselves. They did not want to be given preferential treatment, nor did they
desire to be discriminated against because of their age. Adult students who were
concerned about an age-judging college climate came from the fourintergenerational
collegiate settings. This sensitivity and concern about their age and others’
judgement of them based upon age, again reflected their perceptions and initial
expected college judgements in a youth-dominant environment.

While most adults acclimated to adult student life, a subgrouping of adult
studentsinintergenerational academic programs (public universities and commu-
nity colleges) spoke about disguising themselves as younger students. Some stu-
dents (in their thirties) reported dressing like younger students, not divulging
inforiation that would suggest their age, and acting incognito (not appearing to
be like older students). These students believed they enjoyed more social camara-
derie with their younger classmates. Some students also believed that faculty who
viewed them as younger students judged their work on an easier standard than if
they were viewed as clder students. Often these students believed that they had
to take on the part of a younger student to fit into the collegiate environment. As
reported by one student who left his full-time job to participate as a full-time
student, “Instead of coming to class, then leaving and going home, I would usually
come here early in the morning, camp out in the library, do work, go to class, eat
here, go to class, go to the library. In other words, I behaved like an on-campus
[young] student. That allowed me to get to know a lot of people more quickly {and
feel more comfortable).” Most adult students did not disguise their age. They felt
at ease toshare their current adult life status. Their younger classmates were often
surprised tolearn that they were adult students with work and family responasibili-
ties. These younger students often noted their earlier belief that the adult students
were younger in appearance and action, like a mid-twenties undergraduate. With
good humor, these adult student voiced their appreciation at these flattering
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comments. Adult students found an acceptance and often a valuing by younger

students about who they truly were—adult students with families, jobs, and adult
life experiences.

Summary of the Paradox of Being an Older Adult Student

Many of the new entry adult students noted theirinitial beliefofthe college student
role as primarily for young adults. They came into this specializing environment
assuming that they would not be accepted. However, most aduits discovered
acceptance and support during the first month of classes. In particular, they found
that they were not judged or graded negatively in the classrocom based upon their
age. Curiously, some adults felt that they needed to maintain a detachment
because they could not be traditional ccllege students. In addition, some adults
reported disguising themselves as younger students, either to develop a social

network with regular college students or to gain more supporiive assistance from
faculty.

Being an Adult Student: 4dult Life as It Influences the
Student Role

The influence of adult life issues, challenges, and changes on student role involve-
ment was another major theme for adult student. These adult students believed
that who they were as adults in their current life circumstances and who they
became as adults after degree completion was a significant part of their learning
journey.

Adult students viewed their lives as continuously conflicting with their desire
to fully participate in the student role. “In so many ways, you have more respon-
sibilities to your environment, your world, your spouse. There’s alot of other forces
that pull at you and distract you from what you’re trying to focusonin education...It’s
hard to overcome the distractions ofeveryday living.” For anumber of adults, these
stresses and strains were a key distractor affecting their concentration and
creating guilt about their divided attentions among the various adult life roles. It
was very evident that these adults often felt significant stress and conflict with
adequately performing in all of their significant life roles, including the student
role. In particular, traumatic adult life circumstances strongly influenced the
student role for some adults. As reported by one Bayville Community College
student who was a dislocated worker,

I came to school. I mean I was very sensitive. Here I was—thirty-nine years
old, an adult male thinking I've got all of these roles. I'm supposed to be a
father; Pm supposed to be a husband; I'm supposed to be the major bread
winner. And I was not doing well—the major bread winner role especially.
And so I was pretty sensitive. I was going through mid-life crisis for sure,
which affected my emotions a lot. And I am dealing with it pretty well, I
think; but there is no way ever to get over it. And so, the sensitivity that I
had, I mean—if the teacher had been grumpy, it would have probably aurt
my feelings, and so positive attitudes of instructors have helped a lot.
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Some adult students also observed other adults experiencing life transitions and
their impact upon class involvement. However, most students did not report life
transitions as a pivotal entry influence. Rather, they suggested that adult life
circumstances were the grounding which caused difficulty in fulfilling the student
role, as well as the catalyst to pursue college work. This perspective wasin contrast
to past research suggesting life transitions were an essential trigger for entry and
initial transition into the student role (Aslanian & Brickell, 1980; Schlossberg,
Lynch, & Chickering, 1989.) As viewed by one student, “I think a lot of returning
students bring a lot of negative baggage with them. A lot of times, peocple are
involved in divorce or [they] are trying to fulfill a personal need by going to school.”
Many students suggested it was the many responsibilities and roles of an aduit
that make the student role difficult. As noted in the discussion on adult life roles,
many adults often brought with them major life concerns which influenced their
involvement in coliege and their engagement in learning.

Adult students reported several coping strategies for handling the stresses and
strains of life responsibilities and the related time and resource conflicts with the
student role. Attempting to mentally detach their concerns and difficult life
conditions from their participation in the classroom was one major coping strategy
with stress. They believed that as adults they should keep their private lives
separate from the classroom. However, many adult students found that it was, at
times, difficult to suppress work conflicts, family problems, or self-doubts in the
collegiate environment. Many noted an interior life of student involvement which
was interwoven with these many difficult personal feelings and experiences.
Believing they were mature adults, they attempted to focus on the student role
while they were in the classroom and in study activities. Many suggested that they
internally attempted to focus on theimmediacy of class involvement, believing that
their participation in each class would create a better life for themselves and their
families.

A second coping strategy to handle adult life role stresses featured rearrange-
ment and renegotiation of life responsibilities. These actions to lessen the con-
flicting role and time demands were directed to spouse, family, and employer. Most
often the adult student found limited options to change responsibilities at the work
gite, while spouse and children, church and community were the key areas where
adult students made resource and time allocation changes.

Many adult students also saw their life commitments and past experiences
providing an important support base for more effective learning. They judged their
maturity and life experiences to aid in understanding the relationships of knowl-
edge to current and past life events. For example one student noted,

1 think that it is easier for me. I have an advantage because of my maturity
or because of what I've been through to grasp things that others have not
been able to, because they didn’t have the experience...I am able to vee
things in a broader way and understand them more comprehensively than
the average student.
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Many adults also believed that past experiences had helped them to be more
committed and dedicated in the student role. In comparison to young students,
they believed that they knew how precious a college education was and how

important learning would be for their future. Another student reflected on his past
life and future possibilities and noted,

I think once you've really gotten out and worked full time and realized that
[there is prejudice] for people without degrees. And when you're older and
you already have a family in place, it makes you view it [a college education]
a lot more seriously and a lot differently. Whereas, right out of high achool,
you're “foot loose and fancy free” and you’re looking for other things. And I
think that makes a difference.

Many adults valued the student role in adult life, because they believed the
student role allowed them to be a different person or to enhance their self-identity.
“When you're a student—you’re on your own merit cause I'm that different person
to other people [in the college classrooml]...and they listen to what you say.” Many
people viewed the student role and their learning engagement as speaking directly
to their personal development, self-erhancement, and ego building. As suggested
by a women at Delta, “I think for me it builds my self-esteem to do this. I can
honestly say I am enjoying it much more than I ever did as an eighteen-year-old or
nineteen-year-cld going back.”

Summary of Adult Life as it Influences the Student Role

Many adults viewed their adult student role as significantly influenced by conflicting
life responsibilities and time resource commitments. Often these adults reported
one of two coping strategies for the related stresses and conflicts. These adults
reported either: 1) attempting to mentally detach their concerns and difficult life
conditions from their participation in the classroom, or 2) rearranging or renego-
tiating life responsibilities. Adult students also believed that current adult life
commitments as well as their past experiences provided animportant support base
for more effective learning. In particular, some adults believed that the student
role supported their development as persons and enhanced their self-identity.

Being an Adult Student: Age As It Inflnences Learning

Many students held personal beliefs about the influe:ice of their age on the ability
to learn and perform academically. Three major subthemes were suggested by
these adults regarding age and its influence onlearning. Many adults believed that
the aging process made it difficult to memorize or remember. Often these beliefs
were reported by adult students in the community college setting and in the
accelerated adult degree program at Allerton. A student at Bayville Community
College reported, “However, at my age it is hard to memorize. I keep thinking
someth’ng’s gotta come out—for more input to come in! It's full! Overloaded!” A
student at Elmwood Community College noted, “I'm a slow reader, so that takes
a long time. Returning students, you know, your mind doesn’t work as quickly as
it did when it was 18 or 20.” Beyond the difficulties of memorization and recall,
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many also mentioned age-related decrements in vision or hearing, as well as
energy levels. Most believed that good study habits meant that they designed a
number of strategies to compensate. Thus, these adults chose to sit closer to the
instructor to better see and hear the instructor. They developed strategies for
reading and studying which balanced their physical and mental capabilities with
the demands of the course. Most noted that they were methodical and systematic
in their studying. As noted by one student, “I don't consider myself very smart. I
slog.Ijust go over and over and over and over and I've gotten alot better with school.
I.mean I understand what it takes...] am much better at picking out what is
important.” Many of these students who believed that they were “slower learners,”
reported spending more time in studying and in repetitious review of material. A
student at Allerton College adult degree program reported, “It’s a lot harder for me
than it was twenty years ago; I guess it’s due to the aging process. I don’t know. It’s
harder to get there [remembering the materiall and it's harder to keep it in
there...Repetition...that’s the only way I could do it.”

From an opposite perspective, many reentry adults believed that theirlearning
process was aided by their age and experiences in life.

There is a tendency to believe that the older you get, the less it can...be
retained in your brain, in your memory. I was never a believer of that,
because that is not that logical to me. I think, itcan get much better, because
it has a lot to do with motivation. If you are motivated you can learn
anything at anytime. I do not believe that I have more difficulties learning
than any younger person. I think I have an advantage actually, it is easier
for me. It is definitely easier for me now to learn and to study than it was
20-25 years ago.

These adult students believed that maturity helped them create significant and
important learning connections. In comparative reflection with their youth and
younger adult students in the classroom, many of these students valued being an
adult, a mature student. Many noted the value of knowing who they were, of being
more relaxed or more in control of their sense of self. As suggested by one Delta
student, “I think it has to do with more of a broad mindset about where I am in my
life and being comfortable with who I am and being secure—ofbeing physically and
spiritually fit, of being relaxed, fnot sweating the small stuff.” Another female
Delta student suggested,

I enjoy being back in college and not having to think about—dating, or the
girl-boy thing. I mean, it lifts so much off your shoulders when you're not
trying to meet someone, or all the other things that go with being young and
that age and the parties. It's such a load offmy mind tojust come and learn;
and that’s what I'm here for.

Some students also believed that their age made a significant difference in
understanding the meaning of certain course content. “It's a waste for a nineteen-
year-old...to read Tennessee Williams. You can't understand that kind of stuff—
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you can read that they’re éfeat word smiths and it's artistic; but you don’t really
understand what’s going on, If youth is wasted on the young, well, so is literature.”

These adults believed that because of their age they were positive role models
on younger adults and children. Many adult undergraduates believed they were
positive influences on other students because they came back as adults to pursue
a college degree. They believed that their unique age-related commmitment to the
student role could influence other younger students to also make a more serious
commitment to the student role. “Most of the adult students are fairly dedicated.
I mean most of them are here for a real good reason; they want to get something
out of their education. They want to advance or improve themselves. So over all,

1 find that the adult students are very positive role models.” A number of adult

students reported that their student learner role was a positive influence on their
children in elementary and high school, as well as creating a bit of positive
competition with their children who were in college. Others reported that they
either had influenced their spouse to enter college or they had been influenced by
their spouse to enroll because of the spouse s prior positive enrollment as an adult
undergraduate student.

Summary of Being an Adult Student: Age As It Influences Learning

There were three key themes concerning the perceptions of age as it influenced
learning. Many aduits believed that the aging process madeit difficult to memorize
orremember. Another group of adults viewed the learning process as aided by their
age and experiences in life. In addition, a number of adults viewed themselves as
positive role models because of their age.

Being an Adult Learner: Identifying Different Learning
Modes in Different Disciplines

Adult students reported commonly held perceptions about the learning differences
between classes in the sciences and engineering versus classes in the behavioral/
social sciences, humanifies, and selected professional studies. These perceptions
were noted by upper-division students in a four-year college or university settings.
In courses of social sciences, humanities, education and business, adult students
valued a learning process that went beyond the lecture and short-term memoriza-
tion. Many of the adult students believed that learning in the humanities, behav-
ioral/social sciences, and the professional studies of business and education
focused upon a search for meaning and understanding. They reported that faculty
in these disciplines often engaged in active participation and consideration of
different perspectives among the class members. These adult students believed
that they learned best and gained a sense of long-term meaning by anchoring their
understanding of concepts within this class integration oflife experiences. Faculty
in such courses actively engage students in the learning and meaning-making
process. “Rather than alecture, it was a way of [having an] interactive community.”
There was a greater sense of collegiality in the learning process between students
and faculty in these disciplines.

LY 51



Chapter 2

Courses in the sciences, engineering, and mathematics were viewed as lecture
and memorization courses. Many students reported that the typical faculty mem-
berlectured without much concern for studerit understanding or student retention.
These stvdents did not see themselves actively involved in the classroom learning
process, other than taking good notes or when possible asking clarifying questions
about the content. They had no awareness of a learning community in the
classroom. While faculty in the non-science-oriented courses appeared to value
questions and dialogue with students, most faculty in the science-oriented courses
appeared to dislike student interaction. There was a perceived ethos of “sink or
swim”; either you learn it or you shouldn’t be in the course. Non-science-oriented
courses, on the other hand, were believed to focus on purposefully helping all
students to understand and succeed. Occasionally, students would commend
special faculty members in the science area who approached the course from a
different set of instructional strategies. As noted by one student regarding a valued
chemistry professor at Delta University,

He has got a way about teaching that sinks in. He translates the material
in the book on the blackboard, so we can understand it...’cause the books are
mathematical, they’re engineering books. And they just give you a formula
and they give you a problem and they won't show you how to do the problem.
They just give you the answer to the problem. And he pretty much translates
it 80...we know how to do the problem.

Many students noted the value of science-oriented faculty who provided this
bridging role or translator role. These adult students valued faculty who provided
assistance in understanding and applying formulas and in resolving course-
related problem homework sets. Adult students looked for understanding and
meaning from these faculty. They desired science-oriented faculty who offered
learning experiences that supported a focus on translating the unknown into
student knowing.

Several students across all research settings commented on this perceived
division in instruction and meaning expectations between the sciences and the
humanities/social sciences/professional courses. “{In English ] a lot of it you come
to your own realization on things. But I think like with algebra or something more
scientific that it's probably more of a lecture.” This division was also expressed in
how students handled gaps in currency of knowledge and skill between these two
broad discipline areas. Most students found faculty in the social sciences and the
humanities to be helpful and willing to provide guidance. For example, a student
at Bayville noted, “It seems like the teachers in your social sciences, like psychology
and sociology, are more understanding and compassionate, than your natural
sciences teachers, like chemistry and biology.” Further, most students found that
their institution (community college or public university) provided additional
supports for the humanities, social sciences, and professional studies courses.
However, in the sciences and engineering, students were often left to their own
resources to figure out how to gain background knowledge. (Because of the research
study focus on upper-division, business-related majors in the adult degree pro-
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grams, only limited perspectives of these different learning modes in different
disciplines were presented by these adult students.)

Being an Adult Student: Experiencing Dichotomies of
Academic and Real World Knowledge

For many reasons, adult students often saw themselves as learners juggling with
different types of knowledge and knowing. Adult students often spoke to either
creating separate mental compartments or defining and judging their learning
actions in either of two different ways of learning. Some adult students differen-
tiated between academic learning—learning in the classroom which included
theory and memorization—and real world learning—learning which could be
applied directly to the adult’s daily actions in the world. Other students spoke to
similar dichotomies between theory versus practical information, or between life
experience learning and decontextualized facts, terms, and concepts. Adult work-
ers seemed to express these dichotomies the most vividly. These adults came into
the collegiate environment embedded within their particular work practice and
actions. In their efforts to make sense and meaning of the course work and
assignments relative to their real world involvement, students struggled to
articulate the difference between “academic learning” and “real learning.” “For
myself personally[Itry] toseeif I'm reallylearningit for knowledge or justiearning
it for the class. You know how sometimes you can learn something and you just

memorize it for the time....” Another example was given by a community college
student,

I tend to take everything with a grain of salt because I know what we'’re
learning in school is book learning. It’s not practical application outside the
classroom. Some of the instructors tend to forget that. And the young
students take it verbatim. You know, if they do this...this is exactly what
they're going to do when they get out. [My strategy for course participation
i8] going though this as a basic course—so you can generalize, 80 you can get
a feel of how things are going to go {in the real world].

This perspective of the experiences of learners in different knowledge and
learning domains has been formally described by a number of theorists, including
Sternberg and Wagner (1986), Scribner (1986), and Lave & Wenger (1991). These
researchers have described these domains through constructs, such as practical
intelligence, practical thinking, tacit knowledge, situated learning and situated
cognition versus formal cognition, academic knowledge, or theoretical thinking.
The most recent theoretical discussions have drawn upon social constructivism
and suggested that knowledge, kncwing, and learning are acts of social relation-
ship. For example, Lave and Wenger discussed the nature of learning embedded
in real-world situated activity.

..The situatedness of activity appeared to be anything but a simple
empirical attribute of everyday activity or a corrective to conventional
pessimism about informal, experience-based learning. Instead, it took on
the proportions of a general theoretical perspective, the basis of claims
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about the relational character of knowledge and learning, about the nego-
tiated character of meaning, and about the concerned (engaged, dilemma-
driven) nature of learning activity for the people involved. That perspective
meant that there is no activity that is not situated. It implied emphasis on
comprehensive understanding involving the whole person rather than
“receiving” a body of factual knowledge about the world; on activity in and
with the werld; and on the view that agent, activity, and the world mutually
constitute each other. (p. 33)

They proposed that situated learning does occur in a different way from learning
about propositional knowledge or constitutive knowledge structures, which arethe
focus of academic knowledge and instruction. Adult students who noted such
knowledge differences brought a very dynamic form of situated learning into the
classroom. They struggled to make meaning through these dichotomies of aca-
demic and real world learning. They also made judgements about the nature of
academic knowledge, its utility and value, and relevancy to their lives.

In differentiated adult student judgements about the nature of knowledge and
its utility, there were five different types of voices. One group of adults tried to
make sense of required lower-division liberal arts or general education courses in
relation to their current work and career goals. These adults reported discovering
that they took a pragmatic approach to the value of the learning experiences in
these general education courses. They judged these courses to be necessary aca-
demic knowledge, as foundational for more relevant, helpful, and meaningful
learning in upper-division work. In essence, learning in the lower-division classes
was an acknowledged prelude to the real, the important, and the relevant learning
to come (which would focus upon specialized knowledge). One Bayville student,
when attempting to apply knowledge from lower-division statistics and economics
to a work situation reported, “Unfortunately both times, the instructors really have
said that [kind of application is] not really possible yet, you're not that far
advanced. This is just a survey course and you’ll have to learn a lot more to be able
to really apply it.”

A second group of students judged their involvement with specific content in
relation to their current professional standing and current work practice. This
group thought that learning was a reinforcement, a further illumination of their
past knowledge, oran authentication of their expertise. As suggested by one Elmwood
student, “I think I’m here in school not so much tolearn more, and Iguess I am here
to learn; but to demonstrate or to authenticate what I already know.” Often these
students viewed themselves as already having knowledge from the real world
gsetting which they believed was also part of the academic world. However, they
needed to prove to their employer and work colleagues that they were knowledge-
able as documented by a college credential. This subgrouping was very critical of
instructors who would suggest other perspectives of the academic or real world
knowledge which were not congruent with the students’ own lived experiences.
Theyviewed their world ofknowledge anchored within their own culture; academic
knowledge perspectives had limited value beyond a reinforcement of the students’
perspectives and experiences.
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A third subgrouping of students entered classes with a critical and judgmental
evaluztion of academic content. Because of these strong judgements against the
value of academic knowledge, they often studied course content for the short-term
and for rote-memorization. They focused upon grades and meeting stated re-
quirements for testing of academic knowledge. When they did experience academic
content which they judged to be real world knowledge, they studied for long-term,
meaningful understanding and application of knowledge. In the main, they viewed
academic knowledge as being a faculty-student game or diversion within the
college, but of limited relevancy for themselves and theirlives. They did occasionally,
however, locate academic content (often with the guidance of the instructor) that
held relevance for future real world application.

The fourth group valued both academic and real world knowledge, but came
at academic knowledge from its embeddedness in real world knowing. These adult
students believed that academic knowledge was relevant and meaningful. They
believed it provided valuable ways of understanding, of using more precise
terminology, and of perspectives and skills to act upon their everyday world. As
suggested by an Allerton student who was a full-time worker,

It's helping me in my job some. I¥’s hard to quantify...you get a gut feel for
things and you learn a lot by common sense...So much of that stuff{academic
knowledge] that we learned in class...] knew way down deep. If I was
confronted with that situation, I handled it usually in the way that the
textbook states in some cases or one of the alternatives. There might be a
good alternative. But I couldn't sit down and writeit downin the terms that
it was put...analysis of what you are doing is...not there when you are
actually doing it...So you learn how to verbalize it better.

The final group represented adult students who desired to become part of this
academ:ic world and viewed their full immersion in the academic knowledge base
as an important part of that effort. They saw the learning ¢f academic knowledge
as opening doors to a new world and creating a bridge of understanding between
these two systems of knowing. Because these adults also lived and acted in the real
world of work and family, they also saw practical knowledge as being a valued
accompaniment of academic knowledge. These adults often made assumptions
that theory and concepts were often not specifically applicable to the real world;
however, academic knowledge provided perspectives and ways of understanding
their world. They often worked at making connections of meaning and of application
between the academic knowledge and real world knowledge in their lives. But
foremost they saw themselves as travelers in a new land of cognitive knowledge
where they could put on new “knowledge lenses” to see and judge the world—
including their world of work and personal life—in new and different ways.

Summary of Being an Adult Student: Experiencing Dichotomies of
Academic and Real World Knowledge

These adult students experienced differentiated judgements about the nature of
knowledge and its utility between academic and real world knowledge. There were
five different types of voices or subthemes in this category. One subgroup theme
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judged current lower-division courses to be necessery academic knowledge, as
foundational for more relevant, helpful, and meaningful learningin upper-division
work. A second subgroup theme considered learning ais a reinforcement, a further
illumination of their past knowledge, or an authentication of their expertise. These
individuals continued to hold this belief in real knowledge as the dominant and
valued form of knowledge in their lives. A third subgroup theme was suggested by
students who entered classes with a critical and judgmental evaluation of academic
content. They elected to learn academic content when it was relevant and appli-
cable to real world actions. The fourth subgroup theme valued both academic and
real world knowledge, but came at academic knowledge from its embeddedness in
real world knowing. Thus, they came to furtherunderstand their real werld actions
from the frame of knowledge, theory, and constructs of academic knowledge. The
final subgroup theme represented adult students who desired to become part of
this academic world and viewed their full immersion in the academic knowledge
base as animportant part of that effort. They made active bridging of understanding
and meaning transfer between academic and real world knowledge.

SUMMARY
The entry and socialization of adults into the undergraduate student role was a
highly complex phenomenon. Adult students presented differing beliefs and
actions in their initial entry or reentry, in their student roie socialization process
and in their beliefs about themselves in the student role. This chapter identified

five adult student groups who illustrated both common and divergent themes in
their examination. These groups included:

New entry adults
Reentry adults with a significant gap from previous enroll-
ment

¢ Reentry adults participating in a four-year college which was
perceived as more competitive

* Reentry adults participating in a similar college to prior
enroliments

¢ Reentry adults in a unique structured adult-degree program
[Allerton]

These groups reflected differentiated beliefs and actions in the key categories
of entry and socialization into the student role and of the influence of adult beliefs
about the student role. As portrayed in the table of Categories and Themes of
Beliefs and Actions about the Student Role by Adult Undergraduates at the close
of this summary, there were 13 major categories representing both beliefs about
entry and socialization into the student role, as well as beliefs about key influences
in the student role. In examining each of these categories, the five distinct adult
student groupings presented both unique themes within the category, as well as
sometimes common belief themes among several of the groupings. These themes
and their presence or absence in specific adult student groups suggested an
interaction of constructed meaning of the adult student experience in relation to
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adulthood, the student role, the particular collegiate environment, and the substance
of the academic program experience. It was evident that there were subtle and
diverse beliefs among students within an institutional setting, as well as between
settings. It was also evident that the adult undergraduate students were signifi-
cantlyinfiuenced by their awareness of their mature adult age status and the aging
process, by awareness of their undergraduate student role being defined through
traditional younger college students, and by their awareness of the interdependency

and sometimes conflict between adult roles of work, family, community, and
student.

Perspectives of New Entry Adult Students and of Reentry Adult
Students with a Significant Gap in Previous Enroliment

These two adult groups, new entry adult students and reentry lower-division
adult students with significant gaps between enrollment, often spoke of similar
beliefs and actions in their current student rcle. These two groups held a dominant
initial focus upon actions for successful entry into the student role. They believed
that their past non-academic life experiences or their historic young adult expe-
riences in college were of little value in the current entry into an academically
successful student experience. It was evident that these individuals viewed
themselves as cutsiders entering a very complex cultural environment. These
students actively engaged indevelcping an understanding and belief system about
their role and place within the college. They often faced serious issues of age and
the aging process which they believed impacted their ability to learn and to fit into
the college culture. They weve also significantly concerned about learning the
“ways of doing and knowing in a student role” to meet the external judgements of
faculty and students. In the initial months or semesters of enrollment, they placed
significant emphasis on external judgements by faculty and cther students as
feedback for their future success. Lastly, these individuals were more likely to
bring uneven skill and knowledge background into their college work; yet they saw
these deficiencies as indicators of areas of improvement to be successful.

Reeniry Adults who Transferred into a Four-Year College Environment
Perceived to be More Competitive

Student beliefs and actions of this third group of reentry adult students were
influenced by their assumption that they had entered a more competitive and
potentially different kind of academic environment. This group viewed part of their
entry in similar themes to the first two groups of new entry and reentry students
with significant gaps between enroliments. However, these adults also presented
certain unique themes related to their own set of experiences. This group of
students initially illustrated beliefs and actions of new entry students. They were
extremely concerned about identifying appropriate roles, behaviors, and other
related factors which would influence their adaptation and success. They perceived
the new college environment ‘o expect a different and perhaps higher standard of
knowledge and action in the student role. They were anxious because they
suspected they might have greater difficulty in being successful in this more
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competitive environment. However, afterinitial feedback of success in course work
and perceived acceptance by faculty and students, these adults often quickly
moved into actions and beliefs represented by the student group of reentry adults
entering into similar college climates. They had confidence in themselves and
focused upon enhancing their performance. They also displayed more differenti-
ating judgements and actions about the collegiate learning experience after their
initial self-examining and adapting period of entry into a new four-year college
environment.
Reentry Adulis Participating in a Similar College Climate

In comparison to the earlier groupings, there was a different set of beliefs and
action perspectives in the student role by reentry adults who were experiencing a
similar college environment to their previous enrollment (either by transferring
but maintaining continuous enrollment, or re-enrolling after a time gap in
participation as a student). These adult students saw themselves as having prior
external and internal validation of their success as students. Therefore their entry
focused upon quick adaptation and enhancement of their college learning role.
They reflected on a more internal set of personal judgements about themselves and
the collegiate learning environment. Judgements of faculty, as well as fellow
students, did not hold the dominant standard for their beliefs in self or in their
actions in the classroom. Unlike the other three groupings, this group of adult
students was more likely to be in upper-division work and in an academic
specialization at the public university, or have enrolled in the adult-degree
program at Charles College. This grouping alsoillustrated more diverse perspectives
about the relationship between their current adult roles and the roles of knowledge
and learning. They spoke to more complex viewpoints on their own engagement in

the learning process, as well as their making meaning of these student learning
experiences.

Reentry Studentsin a Uniquely Structured Adult Degree Program [Allerton]

There were several unique themes represenied by the reentry students who
enrolled in the Allerton adult degree program. Although these individuals more
often voiced themes similar to the previous groups of reentry adults who either
were moving into a more academically competitive environment or reentry adults
moving into a similar collegiate environment, these adult students at Allerton also
voiced several unique beliefs in comparison to the other adult groupings. One
unique perspective was their concern for the accelerated program and program
format. Although adult degree program entry was often viewed as an easier
transition than entry into a more youth-dominated college culture, these adults
noted different anxieties about their ability to succeed. These customized features
which were created to support the background and needs of adult students were
often viewed as unknown elements in predicting their future student success. They
often voiced concern about the ability ‘. make it through this highly compressed
program. In other key themes, they voiced more predominant concerns for valuing
and expecting knowledge applications to their current work world. Because of the
dominant ethos of the academic program on work applications, their beliefs about
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learning and knowledge were clearly shaped by this orientation. Lastly, because
the program solely focused upon upper-division course work related to applied
business management, these adults usually did not report difficulties with uneven
knowledge and skill backgrounds which influenced their ability to learn, nor did
they report experiences of differentiated modes of inquiry and learning among the
disciplines.

Adult Construction of Beliefs and Actions in the Student Role

The constructing of a set of beliefs and actions regarding the etudent role was
notaunitary experience for these adult undergraduates. Adult students constructed
meanings and actions in their new world of student through their specific past
educational and personal histories. Adult beliefs were equally influenced through
their own sense of self-identity, their sense of age-related life status, and their
immediate environment of family, friends, work, and otherlife roles. Many ofthese
adults noted retrospective images of themselves experiencing, adapting, and
shaping beliefs about their engagement in college classroom and their own roles as
learners. These dominant retrospective images reflected an awareness of being an
older student; of being influenced by adult life roles in their student role; and of
being influenced in their learning because of their older age. These students re-
ported a major concern for both fitting into the collegiate culture and into a
successful student learning role. Most of these adults also reported a current image
of themselves in the midst of their academic work or in the process of exiting the
student role for graduation. In this current image of student, they spoke to their
current actions as learners who had acquired specialized learning and study skills,
who had confidence in themselves within the collegiate learner role, and who also
acted as judge of faculty, class activities, and the collegiate environment. They
spoke to experiencing and creating different sets of actions based upzn the
differentiation of attitude, climate, and learning expectations between the sciences
and mathematics-related field and the humanities, behavioral sciences, and
. selected professional fields. In addition, these students represented four varied
perspectives about a believed dichotomy between academic and real world knowl-
edge. These students voiced a variety of relationships and value positions in
understanding their adult life world of “real and lived” knowledge with their
student life world focused on academic knowledge.

The following table, Categories and Themes of Beliefs and Actions about
Entry, Socialization, and Influences on the Student Role by Adult Un-
dergraduates, provides a more delineated outline to these jrevious discussions.

This chapter examined the interior world of the adult student who waes
experiencing entry or reentry into the student role. was becoming socialized into
that student role, and was constructing and acting on beliefs which influenced their
adult student role. The next chapter will focus upon adult students’ beliefs and
actions of learning within the college classroom and of the learning transactions
between life roles and student role. At the conclusion of the next chapter, the
discussions from this chapter will be further examined as part of adult student
beliefs about engagementin the learning enterprise as defined through the college
classroom context.
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Chapter 3

Adult Student Beliefs About Learning
in the Classroom and its Relationship
to Other Adult Life Roles

INTRODUCTION

Adult undergraduate students in this study believed the classroom was the main
stage for the creation and negotiation of meanings for learning, for being a student,
and for defining the collegiate experience. This dominance of the classroom
experience for adult undergraduates also defined the “shared culture” of the
college. However, this culture of place and time for adults was more than a stylized
ritual of & clagssroom experience, more than an expert instructing novice learners
in disciplinary knowledge. For these adults, this place and time created unique
personal meanings of self in relation to the collegiate learning. In addition, these
adults saw learning beyond the classroom walls and collegiate environment. To
create and make meaningful learning, these students drew upon a broader
community, their own life actions, their past biography, and their connectedness
with the world. Because they were embedded in adult roles and actions, they
actively made meanings of their collegiate learning experiences and learning
through student, work, family, and community citizen roles. They saw the class-
room transaction within their total life experiences interwoven between formal
and informal knowledge.

Past Literature and Research

As suggested by Vygotsky’s activity theory (1978), as well as the related theories
of social constructivism, adult students viewed their learning role from life-world
actions. In this t!‘eoretical foundation, life activities were suggested to be influ-
enced by adult choice and judgement based in constructed personal meaning. Thus,
these adult students defined and acted upon learning within the classroom
transaction from their life-world context, through the interactions of the adult
roles and relationshipsin the student role, and with continuous reflection uponlife
meanings as they engaged in undergraduate education (Kasworm, 1990b). Adult
undergraduate learning was initially framed by the classroom or collegiate
experience; however, adult students usually interpreted and acted on significant,
learning experiences from their entire social system. As noted in a review of adult
undergraduate student research, “adult students are examples of centrifugal
growth, of academic growth towards outward roles and experiences” (Kasworm,
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1990, p. 366). These adult learners made meaning of the undergraduate experience
as they concurrently engaged in student, work, family, and community adult roles.
Their development of understanding came through this intsractive process.
Although adults were physically “taught” in a classroom by a faculty member on
a collegiate campus, significant collegiate learnings interdependently occurred
between the classroom interaction and the adult student’s community of student,
work, family, and societal life.

Based in work of Rogoff and Lave (1984) and the more recent work of Lave and
Wenger (1991) on everyday and situated cognition and learning, adult students
acted on learning from two levels. At one level, the adult student constructed a
world oflearning by the rituals and routines of the classroom, lectures, note-taking,
papers, examinations, and grades. These cultural artifacts [as defined thrcugh
Vygotsky] provided socially negotiate and common concepts, experiences, and
terminology to describe the nature of the classroom transaction. However, these
adult students also spoke to operating at a second level—constructing a world of
learning which focused upon the cognitive, affective, and action-outcome knowl-
edge and skillsin the adult life context beyond the collegiate classroom. This second
level had many variations in its nature of construction and direction. These adults
often utilized real world contexts to create understandings and actions of cognitive
apprenticeship between the theoretical world of knowledge in the classroom and
the practical world of knowledge in adult life. Thus, these adults often suggested
making meanings through actions beyond the classroom, the faculty member’s
ideas, and the text. As noted by Eraut, “ideas become clarified and personalized
during use; and have only limited meaning prior to use. The context of use affects
the way an idea is understood (Eraut, 1985, p. 117). For these adults, the “context”
of their lives, and its relationships to their learning, influenced how and what they
learned.

Past research on adult undergraduate learning in the classroom has explored
several specific vantage points. These prior studies have looked at the adult’s
perspective on the nature of beliefs, behaviors, and expectations of adult students
and of faculty who teach adult students. This recent research has focused on
perceptions of effective teaching (Ross-Gordon, 1991), perceptions of effective
instructors (Flannery, 1991; Galerstein & Chandler, 1982), perceptions of teaching
and learning from the perspective of both the adult student as well as from the
faculty who instruct adult students (Apps, 1981; Chickering, et al., 1981; Marton
& Saljo, 1976; Slotnick et al., 1993; Tracy & Schuttenberg, 1986), and perceptions
of the classroom social climate (Beer & Darkenwald, 1989). In many of these
studies, it has been suggested that adult students value an effective teaching style
and positive teacher-student relationships. Further, adult students value a
classroom that provides collaborative, interactive involvements. Some authors
have focused upon a more dominant student role in the teaching-learning process,
while others suggest a more interdependent set of actions between adult students
and faculty. A few works have particularly drawn upon Knowles’ discussions of
andragogy and other beliefs of adult self-directed learning to elaborate on teach-
ing-learning interactions (Candy, 1991; Merriam & Caffarella, 1991). These
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studies and other theoretical works have continued a dialogue regarding the
relationship of adult learner autonomy and self-directedness in control and design
of the learning as it redefines the often distinctive hierarchical faculty dominance
of classroom and academic learning process. Understanding the adult learning
interactions between themselves, the college faculty, and the other members of the
classroom has represented a highly complex and dynamic set of relationships. With
limited past research in this area of adult involvement in learning in undergradu-
ate studies, there are still significant issues to be explored. There is need for
continued qualitative investigation of the values, beliefs, and actions of adult
students as they engage in learning and action in the undergraduate collegiate
setting. This current study continues this line of inquiry.

Overview of Chapter

Because of the complexity, richness, and diversity of beliefs and actions in learning
in the adult undergraduate student role, this report has presented discussions of
the adult learner-studern.t role in two chapters. This chapter is concerned with key
themes of belief and &ction regarding adult undergraduate perceptions of the
classroom learning transaction and their related beliefs and actions concerning
academic learning in relation to other life roles. The previous chapter focuses on
the entry and socialization beliefs of adult undergraduates and key beliefs which
influenced their meaning of the adult student role. These two chapters provide the
reader with a broader array of viewpoints, beliefs, and actions surrounding the
student role and its major task of making meaning of student role, entry into the
collegiate context, student and learner actions with knowledge, as well as the
interactions of other life actions.

To aid the reader in understanding the presentation of this research, broad
generalized actions and beliefs across most collegiate environments and adult
student groups are presented in categories. These categories of meaning present
global meaning descriptions offered by most adults in the six institutional colle-
giate settings. Differential parspectives and beliefs within a category are presented
inthemes within the three differing institutional/instructional contexts: community
celleges; public universities and the adult degree program at a private liberal arts
college (Charles); and the uniquely structured adult degree program at a private
liberal arts college (Allerton).

Because of the diversity and complexity of adult students and their life
experiences amcng the six institutions, this repert will also present subthemes
which suggest particularistic beliefs and perspectives. At this more focused level,
these subthemes illuminate specialized perspectives and actirns of a smaller
collection of adult students who acted in differing ways within the theme meaning
structure. As will be noted throughout this chapter, these specialized collections
of adult students with subthemes usually could not be distinguished and grouped
by external descriptors of their status, background, or institutional involvement.
Rather, in this chapter these unique subthemes represented particularistic con-
ditions, beliefs, or a cluster of past experiences which shaped the current expression
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and belief of this specialized adult subgrouping. These unique subthemes are
reported in italics in the text of the chapter. To aid the reader, the final Summary
section of this chapter presents a table noting these distinguishing characteristics,
categories, themes, beliefs, and actions of classroom learning experiences by adult
undergraduates.

This current chapter discussion of adult student beliefs about adult learning
is presented in two parts. The first examines adult student beliefs of learning in
the collegiate classroom. Key categories will include: 1) beliefs about quality
collegiate instruction, 2) beliefs about the faculty-student relatic ship and its
influence on classroom learning, 3) beliefs about the nature of the classrcom
environment, 4) beliefs about the influence of younger student classmates and
adult student classmates on learning in the clagsroom, 5) influences and impacts
of cognitive and classroom siructures on adult learning, and 6) influence of grades,
testing and program structure on studying and learning. In the second part of the
chapter, a special examination of the meaning-making connections between
academic knowledge and life roles will be explicated.

ADULT STUDENT BELIEFS ABCUT LEARNING
IN THE COLLEGIATE CLASSROOM

Beliefs about Quality Collegiate Instruction

Quality of instruction was a key expectation and judgment criteria for adults across
all collegiate settings. The key attributes for quality classroom instructionincluded:
quality course organization and well-designed and executed course experiences;
quality and knowledgeable faculty instructors; approachable and engaging
classroom relationships; size of class as an influence on quality instruction and
faculty relationships; and course efficiency and related outcomes.

Course Organization and Syllabus

A predominant view of a quality course for adult undergraduates focused upon
thoughtful preparation and excellent organization of content and class process. A
quality course was judged by adults, in part, through a defined and delineated
sequence of activities and eveats orchestrated by a faculty member or academic
program. They expected faculty tobring the best of their knowledge and systematic
organization. They expected a thoughtfully designed learning journey appropriate
for the students in that class.

Because these adults valued course organization, one key element of this
identified expert learning system, was the importance and value of a syllabus for
each course. The syllabus was viewed as a most helpful faculty statement revealing
thoughtful prior preparation, creating class organization, and providing a roadmap
of key expectations on student assignments and assessment testing. Some adults
reported that they judged the quality of the instructor and the future value of the
course through the syllabus and its presentation of prior planning. A number of
students viewed the syllabus and instructor’s oral overviews of the course as a
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cognitive map which allowed them to make better meaning of the course knowledge
landmarks and to be prepared to more fully engage in each class session. Many
students noted that a syllabus was a reflection of an ideal flow of activities for the
class. In reality, each course and instructor had a particular pace; thus they also
acknowledged and expected the shifting ef stated dates and topics. They understood
that the classroom transaction was dynamic. The syllabus provided a beginning
structure, with both instructor and class influencing the eventual course actions
in relation to earlier designated dates, readings, and discussions in the class.

Most aduits strongly valued communicated organization and projected course
actions. Because of conflicting time demands between work, family, school, and
otherresponsibilities, these students desired advanced warning of key assignments
and other homework time commitments. They wanted to be prepared; they wanted
to be able to complete assignments which met faculty-stated timelines; however,
they did not usually have the ability to rapidly respond to impromptu class
demands. Most students required advance notice and carefully preplanned sched-
uling for each course for the entire semester. Because of their complex life
responsibilities and commitments to school, work, and family, they felt more in
control of their ability to handle school with these advanced organizers in courses.
“Ilike to plan. I like to know when my tests are going to fall. I plan everything with
school activities and [husband’s] job. I need the preplanning to make it work for my
life. I've got to preplan each week, and then I can pace myself to study” [Delta].

Adult students in the community college seiting and in the adult degree
program at Allerton viewed the course organization as paramount to effective
learning. There were strong judgements about the value of systematic, organized
structures to facilitative learning. Students in the public university setting and in’
Charles College’s adult degree program also reported the value of a well-designed
classroom experience. However, in upper-division settings, adults also valued
faculty who were more flexible and free-flowing, who offered alternative forms of
the learning journey through the course content. They perceived flexible faculty
attitudes and actions, as well as unstructuredlearning experiences as anintriguing
and stimulating format. They viewed th2se non-organized actions to be based upon
a philosophically-rich, interactive learning evolution, rather than an external,
preplanned criterion structure. Within this group at the upper-division level, they
also realized that the syllabus was just a tool to aid students. Many reported that
after initial discussion or consultation, they only used the syllabus to keep up with
dates for readings and tests.

Qualified, Knowledgeable Faculty Instructors

All adult students expressed a beliefin a basic standard by which they judged and
valued college instructors. They experted all instructors in college to be qualified,
knowledgeable, organized, and competent in teaching the course topic. Adult
students found that most faculty instructors met this standard. Some adults
reported diseppointment and anger with inadequate or unqualified instructors.
Unqualified instructors were defined by lack of knowledge and ineffective in-
structional communication of course topic; by lack of doctoral credentials (includ-
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ing graduate teaching assistants and part-time instructors); and by the lack of
currency of knowledge in the subject matter (usually in upper-division courses). In
the upper-division courses, particularly in professional studies courses and in the
adult degree programs which featured professicnal studies, a number of students
were also critical of faculty instructors who lacked real world experiences in the
content and could not discuss applications of the content among real world settings.
This basic standard for quality instructors and instruction was often viewed
by adults in the lower-division course work as directly related to the professorial
ranking of the faculty member. They believed that students would receive a higher
quality of instruction with a higher ranking of faculty. Therefore, these students
were more judgmental and critical about assistant professors, instructors, and
teaching assistants in university classrooms. In particular, adult students often
raised issue with the use of teaching assistants as key instructors in the classroom.
This situation was only present at Fremont University and was most often
discussed in relation to science and engineering classes. Many aduit students who
experienced graduate teaching assistants (TA’s) assumed that they did not receive
the same quality of education. One student who transferred from a regional college
campus noted, “Now that I'm here I feel like I got more for my education dollar at
X regional college, because the classes were smaller and they were taught by full
professors; never had a TA teach a class, even the freshman level class.” These
students also noted some difficulties with TA’s who did not attempt to establish a
relationship with adult students. “A lot of times, they'll brush you off. I don’t think
it’s intentional. I think it’s just they’ve got too much to do and some little something
that you've got that you want to ask them is not important.” Adult students in the
sciences and engineering alsonoted concern at the lack of faculty instruction linked
to student understanding. These adults viewed the instructor role in these classes
as pivotal in aiding students to make connection and meaning of the course content
beyond a straight lecture. They believed that most teaching assistants did not feel
comfortable in having class discussions, while faculty would provide in-class
assistance through class interactions. Many other adults believed that teaching
assistants treated the whole class as though it was a youth-based class. Atbest, the
older students were ignored; at worst, the older students were put down by
teaching assistants because of their age and life experiences. Some believed that
TA’s were intimidated by older students in the classroom. “They feel intimidated
and they feel resentful in some respects.” Not all adults who experienced teaching
assistants as the main course instructor were negative; some reported excellent
instruction by teaching assistants who were doctoral candidates at Fremont.
Beyond the basic standard of good instructional qualities, adult students had
a second and higher standard for quality instructors and instruction. This higher
standard reflected both selected personal characteristics and adult-oriented atti-
tudes of faculty instructors. This advanced standard of quality focused upon en-
thusiasm, motivating interactions, skillful instruction, collegiality, and a com-
mitment to helping adult students learn the key content and process skills of the
course. Adult students valued faculty who were receptive to their current life
circumstances and time-boundedness of their learning process. They also valued
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" faculty who offered a comfortable and student-engaging learning environment in
the classroom. “I like those teachers that really hold your interest, that make the
subject come alive. That are animated, that are obviously into it, they care. Those
teachers that have the magic, whatever it is to grab people’s imagination”
[Fremont]. This standard also focused upon faculty who aided student development
of meaning and comprehension of the course content. “[The faculty should] explain
the material, to bring it to you alive. I mean not just out of the book. To connect the
theory with practice and explain and try to make theindividual student understand
the material in the best way possible” [Delta].

Given these basic and advanced levels of expectations about faculty instruc-
tors, most adult students in the various settings were understanding and often
accepting of the variable quality of instruction. They could accept a classroom
experience that met the first level of minimum instructional quality. They also
noted the joy of experiencing a preferred second level of quality instruction.
However, there were times when inadequate or inferior instruction was part of
their collegiate course experiences. Because these adults held high expectations for
the quality of teaching, they were very disappointed with instructors who did not
do their very best to create a valued learning experience. At the public university,
adult students expressed anger regarding burned-out faculty who were just filling
in the time, who were not committed to the class, to the students, and to the
learning process. Students in the community college and in the adult degree
programs expressed anger about faculty instructors who appeared to be uncom-
mitted and uninvolved in the instructional process. These students most often
expressed a dislike for instructers who just read from the text, or for part-time
facuity who were judged to be in the classroom for extra income and were
uncommiited to the student learning process.

Classroom Relationships

Good instruction was more than well-organized content and knowledgeable faculty.
Most aduit students believed that good instruction also entailed an approachable,
accessible classroom relationship. This in-class relationship often was believed to
aid in developing student competency as a learner, to aid the student to gain a
better understanding of self as learner, as well as to model undergraduate
specialized knowledge and inquiry. Those faculty and fellow student colleagues
who maintained a distance or a detachment from the adult students were viewed
as hindering a positive class climate and an effective student learning process.
This engaging class relationship was a sign of respect and worth of adult
students in undergraduate classrooms. Adult students believed that faculty and
other students who valued them would feel more at ease and therefore be able to
create a relaxed classroom relationship with adult students. For example, adult
students placed high value upon faculty members who demonstrated personal
interest and helpfulness in the classroom. However, these actions of interest and
helpfulness in the class relationship were differentially judged from student to
student, from class to class, and from varied perspectives on academic discipline
and format of instruction. Most adult students valued faculty members who
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called them by name. “The most impressive thing to me is a professor who calls
people by name and makes a point of knowing their name and inter-relating with
these people in class.” Others valued personal interactions in the class, and a few
valued out-of-class dialogue with faculty focused upon both class activities, as well
as themselves as accomplished and committed adult student learners. Some
students believed that establishing faculty-student relationships was imperative
for future successin specific courses. As noted by one student at a public university,

They [the faculty] are the ones that will lead the class. They are the ones
that you have to develop some kind of a bond with. You have to adjust to
them; they certainly don’t have to adjust to you. I think that the professor
is someone that is going to convey what they want you tolearn. Anditis up
to you to grasp it, to try and understand that professor, because they are all
different, they are all human beings and they are all different. [Delta]

As suggested by the above quote, many students believed there was a necessity to
create a faculty-student relationshipin order to ascertain these faculty’s expectations
and bases for future judgements of student performance. Quality instruction and
learning outcomes were judged by adult students in part to come from a favorable
faculty-student classroom relationship.

Relationships with fellow students were also differentially reflected in student
belief systems. Many adult students felt self-confident and autonomous and thus
created connections with students. Others waited for fellow students to create
initialinteractions and to present an openness to their presence. Many valued class
formats which created and supported friendly and heipful student interactions.

Size of Class Influence in Quality Instruction and its Perceived Impact

Quality instruction as viewed by students at four-year institutions (public uni-
versities and private liberal arts colleges with adult degree programs) was judged
by the size of the classes. Size of a class and the quality of instruction were believed
to be inversely related—the larger the size of the class, the lesser the quality of
instruction for learning. At Fremor.t University, several students believed that
verylarge classes (100 to 300 students) were problematicfor their learning. “You're
just in there—it’s almost an attitude thing....and my experience especially in the
big classes—that kids just don’t go to class.” These students also believed that
faculty could not create aninteractive learning community when they wereinlarge
classrooms designed for straight lecture sessions. Many students reported holding
back on questions or being directly told by faculty not to ask questions during class
time in large class sections. In essence, these students cften felt like it was a one-
way monologue to a faceless and voiceless crowd.

Concerns for large classes and their influence on quality instruction were not
raised by adults in community colleges, adult degree programs in private liberal
arts colleges, or adults enrolled in Delta University. In contrast, adult students in
these collegiate settings spoke to the special value of a small class. Particularly,
students at the adult degree programs praised their learning experiences because
of the more intimate and personal interactions of a class of 15 to 25 students. Often
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their value of the smaller classroom environment focused as much upon the
students’ ease of accessing each other as it did upon accessing the faculty member.
“The class is small enough that you know everybody, you know where they work.
Everybody extends his phone number, so you can call at work or at home.” These
students felt that the size and interactions of the small classes created a bonding
beyond the classroom and allowed the development of privileged access of their
fellow students outside of the classroom.

Efficiency of Course Presentation and Expected Outcomes

In addition to these general judgements of quality courses and instructors,
students in the accelerated adult degree program at Allerton also raised several
unique concerns about course organization, quality of instruction, and time
commitments. They valued efficiency inthe organization, presentation, and assigned
student tasks by the instructors. In essence, they expected the courses to clearly
communicate specific demands upon students’ time for the entire semester, and
that those demands be reasonable for working adults. They also valued instructors
who had eliminated the nonessential information and activities and had chosen to
hit the key points. They detested time-wasters, particularly in reading or work
assignments. This theme of efficiency within courses was unique to Allerton and
its accelerated program. Although adult students in other contexts noted concern
about the length of time to complete courses, they were more concerned about
alternatives to courses to speed up their completion of degree requirements rather
than a specific focus with a compressed class content and limited time parameiers.

Summary of Beliefs about Quality Collegiate Instruction

Adult undergraduates suggested five central values for judging quality of instruc-
tion. The first element was quality course organization and well-designed
and executed course experiences. Systematic, organized instruction was
valued by upper-division students; they also noted the value of flexible, organic
and more experientially based processes of instruction. The second element was
quality and knowledgeable faculty instructors, reflecting beliefs about
competent, valued faculty. There was an added preference for faculty who were
enthusiastic, committed, and personable. Within this belief system about quality
instructors, there were epecific concerns about teaching assistants in the public
university setting, as well as uncommitted and burned-out faculty across all
settings. Classroom relationships which were psychologically inclusive of adult
students and provided meaningful connections between adult students, faculty,
and other class members were viewed as an important third element of a quality
course experience. From differing perspectives, the fourth element, size of class,
was judged to be an influence on quality instruction and faculty-student relation-
ships. Adults in public universities were critical about large classes, while a
number of other adults in other settings reported valuing smaller, seminar style
class experiences. And a final element of quality course instruction was specific to
Allerton College adult students. They valued efficiency and compression of
course instruction and outcomes.
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Beliefs about the Faculty and their Influence
on the Classroom Learning Process

Faculty held a key role in the adult undergraduate learning journey. In particular,
adult-student reported key beliefs included: 1) respect and helpfulness as pivotal
in faculty-student learning relationships, 2) varied beliefs and judgements about
the faculty role in relation to the adult student role, 3) special faculty actions
towards adult students, and 4) creation of a connected relationship with faculty.

Most adult students presumed that the most important person in their
academic world was the faculty member. This predominant belief of the impor-
tance of the faculty instructor was represented through several perspectives. More
often this belief was a dominant expectation of lower-division adult students. They
believed that faculty should demonstrate respect and support for adult students as
they participated in academic learning. If this respect was not present in the
classroom, adult students often questioned their own worth and abilities as
students. To not be respected meant to them that they were potentially inferior to
the college environment. In addition, most adults in lower-division courses valued,
if not expected, faculty to be helpful and supportive in their efforts to succeed in a
collegiate world. They presumed that only with faculty support and help could they
be successful as college students. Adults in upper-division course work did not
usually judge faculty to have controlling power over their lives and actions as
students; nor did they assume that faculty helpfulness created their own classroom
success. However, students with academic difficulties and also women often
expressed greater concerns about the quality of support and helpfulness with in-
class faculty relationships. Adult students in the upper-level viewed support and
helpfulness as a sign of respect of their own status in adult life. They viewed faculty
as facilitating their own efficacy in the classroom and their learning experiences
framed by the course.

Respect and Helpfulness as a Pivotal Element in Faculty-Student
Learning Relationships

Most adults believed that effective and valued faculty members demonstrated
respect, personal interest, and helpfulness to adult students. In particular they
valued faculty actions which revealed a concern for a student’s personal dignity
and success. Few adults encountered arrogant or intimidating faculty; but when
they did, these adults were disappointed and, if possible, avoided them.

Adults noted valuing faculty who demonstrated an attitude and action of
support and helpfulness towards adults. These beliefs about support and helpful-
ness by faculty varied among groupings of adult students. Adult students, par-
ticularly in the community college setting, believed that a good instructor should
purposefully create a helping and supportive relationship. For these adults, part
of that helpful relationship focused directly upon the personhood of the student
Further, the actions of helpfulness also focused upon faculty who created class
activities for meaningful retentior: and understanding of course content for good
grades. As noted by one Bayville student, “I had a wonderful experience with
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instructors, loving caring instructors that really helped. They didn’t just give you
the material and say ‘Hey, learn this.” They helped you to be, to feel good about
yourself.” Many students appreciated faculty who showed personal recognition
and interest in their sense of self, their lives, and their academic progress. As
reported by one Elmwood student,

There are some teachers—who continually ask about my program, how am
I doing and that sort of thing. Every time they see me they want to know
what I’'m going to be doing next. They show a real interest in my academic
welfare ard are curious. And I think that’s real neat. It makes you feel
good...because it’s vnsolicited.

This focus on faculty helpfulness in the community college context included
the faculty attributes of coaching and encouragement. “All the instructors encour-
age the students to be prepared for the next day and they ask you questions
involving the material. Theyjust encourage you to participate. They encourage you
to study.” Many also viewed teachers as taking on a more proactive role to support
students’ involvement, particularly with those adult students who were passive
and quiet in class. Instructors would challenge them, by “pulling out the material”
from students, helping them realize that they did “know the materials.” Other
students referred to instructors who helped by “pushing them,” telling them that
they could do the work and could be successful in a course or in the college. One
adult praised a community college instructor, commenting, “She really gave me
the courage to think that I could do it.” Instructors also provided a safe environ-
ment when they offered “extra chances” in course work. As suggested by an
Elmwood student, “They’re really interested in educating you so...They'll work
with you and you can make it. They’'ve given me a lot of chances, you know.”

There was another type of belief about faculty helpfulness described by adult
students. Adult students at the adult degree programs and at the public univer-
sities suggested that helpfulness was the openness of the faculty member to be
supportive and be facilitative of adult students and their learning. This belief
represented a faculty member’s communication of openness in the classroom and
respecifulness of the potency and diversity of adult experiences. Regardless of the
institutional setting, adult students desired faculty who respected them, gave
them feedback about their understanding of the content, and suggested resources
to resclve difficulty due to either an inadequate background or an inability to grasp
current content. Thus, these students often used the word “helpful” to describz a
broad belief about faculty caring, respect, and support for adult students.

Beliefs about the Faculty Role in Relation to the Adult Student Role

Beyond general beliefs about faculty helpfulness and support, there were differ-
entiated perceptions about the faculty-adult student relationships. Four differing
beliefs about this relationship between faculty and adult students were voiced: 1)
agod-like and detached relationship to the faculty; 2) an expert-novice relationship
to the faculty member; 3) a quasi-peer relationship with faculty; and 4) a partnership
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between adult students and faculty members. The one exception to these common
belief systems was at Allerton College. Because of the unique structure of this adult
degree program, Allerton employed part-time practitioner instructors and featured
an interactive class format between facilitator and students, as well as a focus on
student learning groups and project team activities. These students did not speak
to a relationship of the faculty member to the adult student in the classroom
learning experience. Beliefs about student and faculty relationships were defined
by adult students as created in the classroom and tobe largely influenced by faculty
attitudes and behaviors. However, in examining these four beliefs, it is evident that
the adult students’ constructed beliefs reflected other elements which had a
significant influence on defining those relationships.

Perspectives on Student-Faculty Relationships: Belief in Faculty as
God-like Individuals '

Most new entry adult undergraduates in the community college and often new
entry students in the public university viewed faculty members as god-like
individuals. These students saw the faculty member as the powerful, all knowing
creator and actor in the learning process. The faculty instructor directed and
evaluated the important knowledge and learning in the classroom. These students
were very intimidated and in awe of the instructor. They assumed that the faculty
member was perfect and they, as students, were flawed. Thus, they feared being
asked te respond to questions and to be evaluated on tests and papers. They
assumed that they could not measure up to the high-level expectations of the
faculty. In an effort to conform to these presumed high standards by this superior
instructor, adult students attempted to pay undivided attention to both the cral
messages and subtle behavioral cues of the classroom relationship with the
instructor. This relationship was not necessarily one which required verbal faculty
monologue during a class; however, this belief did create an expectation of a highly
authoritative and dutiful relationship between student and faculty member. Over
time these adults reported establishing a mutually-understood relationship be-
tween themselves =nd the faculty member. In particular, they established the
respect of the faculty member. These adults suggested that over time in the class
activities, they came to know how fo act as students. They believed that desired
student actions were constructed through faculty discussions of expectatione for
student actions and performance, through both their raising and answering of
questions, through the faculty’s knowing looks and nods at specific class members,
as well as through an occasional out-of-class interaction.

Perspective on Student-Faculty Relationships: Faculty Member as
Accessible Experts

Many of the adult students viewed faculty members as experts whe were
personable and accessible. This viewpoint also ce melater to new students who held
the earlier belief of the superior and distance qualities of the instructor. With time
and interactions, these new entry adults came to a different understanding of the
faculty member, as well as the role béetween the lfaculty members and adult
students. At this point, faculty were no longer god-like, distant, and inaccessible.
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This belief of a faculty-student relationship was described by most recent
reentry adults and a subset of continuing adult students in community colleges,
public universities, and the adult degree program at Charles College. They
believed that faculty were experts who could also be personable, accessible, and
collegial with adult students.

I tended [in the past] to view all instructors as on a pedestal—really up
there and really different..and just unreachable...And I found now that
they’re more like people and they have families and they have alot of things
going on too. I got to know her [a professor] and it was really helpful that way
..J didn’t think I was stupid when I asked questions or just in the course of
conversation, it seemed like it was more a friend trying to help than this
person was unreachable ...Then I really started to relax and realize they’re
here to help instead of make you feel, you know, like you're stupid. [Delta]

Within this belief system, some adult students also noted an additional
feature, that of a different student-faculty relationship for adult students in
contrast to younger students. These students believed that they were given
preferential treatment in comparison to younger students. They suggested that
faculty shared a more respectful, differential attitude towards adult students in
the class. “I think they treat them [24dult students] with considerable deference...I
think they’re inclined to be more courteous, because they’re looking at someone
that’s within their cohort or older” [Bayville]. One Elmwood student, who was in
her early thirties suggested, “It seems that the people that are older than me that
are in the class really kind of click with the teachers and they have a relationship
inside the classroom.” Students with this comparative beliefrepresented community
college students with several semesters of previous enrollment and some reentry
adult students in public universities.

Perspectives on Student-Faculty Felationships: Quasi-peer
Relationship Between Faculty and Adult Students

Faculty student relationships characterized as quasi-peer relationships were
often voiced by a particular subgrouping of adult students. These students usually
were enrolled in behavioral sciences, humanities, and professional studies pro-
grams; were more often in upper division course work; had been enrolled in course
work for some length of time; and were predominantly in the public universities
and adult degree programs. As noted by one Delta student,

I think we’re treated as more like peers than a student/teacher role...Some
of these younger people don’t have a lot of that [interpersonal skills/self-
confidence]. They kind of go in with their mind set that this is a superior
person standing up in front; and I must bow and kneel or whatever and do
these things that students are supposed to do.

Most students had difficulty defining this relationship which was neither superior/

subordinate nor a relationship of equals. An adult degree student at Charles
College commented about this relationship,
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A sense of respect, a sense of understanding the time contrast, an admira-
tion. You're not necessarily treated as a contemporary. But it’s an adult
communicating with another adult, instead of an adult communicating
with someone in their late teens or early twenties. And there’s just a
difference with the dialogue that develops from that [relationship].

Perspectives of Student-Faculty Relationships: Partnership Between
Faculty and Students

A small subgroup of adult students believed that there should be an equal
partnership or peerrelationship between faculty and adult students. They suggested
this partnership was based upon mutual but differing expertise or upon a
contractual relationship of producer/evaluator and consumer/perfoimer. These
adult believed they had a significant knowledge of the world and had been
successful in another sphere of adultaccomplishments. Therefore, the relationship
between the adult and the faculty member would be between two experts from
different fields. This partnership would reflect acknowledgement and sharing of
differing expertise.

Other students in this group believed there was a contractual partnership.
Within this group, adult students participated in undergraduate work for a
credential. They believed they hired and paid faculty to provide these services.
Based in this consumer-oriented belief system, adults framed the relationship with
faculty as a specific contractual duty in which each was required to perform specific
expected tasks. Often they characterized faculty as hired providers of services and
the evaluators of their student performance. For example, one student at a
community college noted, “I pay that person to teach me to learn, you know, like
chemistry...I’'m employing thiem more or less, they are here to serve me. But by the
same token, I have a standard that I have to live up to more or less. The teacher
and the students, to me, are equals” [Bayville]. This belief regarding the partner-
ship relationship was held by some adult students at each of the institutional
settings in the study.

Special Faculty Actions Towards Adult Students

In addition to global beliefs and expectations of faculty relationships to students
inthe classroom, adult students aiso reported three types of constructed beliefs and
understandings of faculty actions in a class. One key belief concerned faculty
expectations for higher performance by adult students. Another constructed belief
concerned faculty valuing adult work and life experiences in relation to the
classroom experience. Lastly, some adults spoke to their beliefs about negative
faculty behavior and specifically arrogant faculty actions.

Faculty-held Higher Expectations for Adult Students

Many adults believed that faculty expected more of adult students. This belief
was raised by a subset of students in the public university setting, when they
compared their relationship with the faculty instructor to that of the younger
student’s relationship to the same faculty member. )
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Sometimes we're expected to do more. I mean in some ways since you are an
adult and you have been exposed to things, you're expected to do more—like
in writing classes or English classes and stuff...My instructor said, ‘Tm
going to expect a whole lot more out of you than I do these kids—for the fact
that you've experienced more and you should be able to tell those
experiences’..And I felt I was pushed more than the kids were in some
respects. [Delta]

Students at the community college believed that faculty expected adult
students to have certain background knowledge.

I think that they expect more out of an older student than they do out of
younger students. It's like an older student is supposed to already know all.
I've had teachers that have said, ‘Well, you know this’. And I havelearned
to say, No I don't,’ or ‘Yes, I do.” And I've learned how to {speak up].
[Bayville]

These adults suggested that faculty would not ‘spoon feed’ them like they would
younger students. “We’re expected to do a lot more independent work. We're don’t
get handed very much here on a platter. You are expected to clarify what you don’t
understand and ask questions, otherwise it is assumed you are prepared. You're
ready and you know it” [Fremont].

Linked to these higher expectations, adult students suggested that faculty
treated them as responsible adults. Often adult students suggested that a segment
of younger students acted irresponsibly, immaturely, and in an undisciplined
fashion. Thus, these adult students respected the adult construct of responsible,
mature and disciplined student attitudes and behaviors. Because of these faculty
beliefs about adult students, there was a perception that faculty treatment of adult
students also reflected a more flexible and differentiated faculty attitude about
adult student behaviors and participation.

I was nervous, but the professors, they understood that we were adults
coming back and that we weren't 17 or 18 years old. They didn't treat us as
17 or 18 years old; they treated us as adults with jobs and families and all
that goes along with being 35 plus. [Delta]

I think most professors here at Charles treat night-time adult students with
some type of respeci—They’re [professors] more interested in what we
{adult students] have to say as far as making a point. They also treat us
different as far as attendance; they’re more flexible with us with attendance.

Many adult students felt that faculty valued them as learners, and expected
more from them because adults were more committed to the learning experience.
They believed that faculty acted in certain ways towards adult students because of
this adult commitment and appreciation of the learning [ teaching process.

Ithink the faculty seesit [student valuing the faculty member]. And I think
that they feel appreciated by me paying attention, taking it seriously, being
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interested, being nnen to what they have to teach me. And I think it is very
rewarding for a teacher too. It’s reciprocal. [Delta]

These adult students believed that they were appreciated by faculty because of
their maturity, respect, special commitment and dedication to learning, as well as
their valuing of the faculty effort. Many students noted that faculty had provided
~ oral compliments on these valued characteristics. For example, in a conversation
with an adult student, a faculty member noted, “It's a pleasure having non-
traditional students in the class because they tend to be generally better students
and they tend to be generally more involved” [Delta]. Most suggested that the
faculty members showed them respect. “If they get to know you and they know
you're older, I think they show you —some show you a little more respect. I had
one that said he admired me for going back to school and working hard” [Fremont].

Faculty Who Valued Life and Work Experiences of Adult Students

Many of the upper-division adult students believed that faculty members
valued adult work experiences. This valuing was demonstrated most often by
faculty integrating adult life and work experiences in their presentation and
discussion. By both providing personal life and work examples and soliciting adult
student examples, faculty used these perspectives to elaborate and illuminate
classroom concepts and applications. Adult students viewed these actions of course
integration and connection between life experiences and academic knowledge as a
special bond between faculty and adult students. “Some of the professors know that
you've been in the real world situation and +hey value your opinion on things or they
want you to relate experiences on what'’s happened to you, and so that makes you
feel good.”

By the same token, many adults, particularly in professional schools or related
courses, believed that faculty who had experienced a work environment and had
previously applied content knowledge in weik settings demonstrated a better grasp
of the material. These faculty could provide a better contextualized understanding
of the material. This theme was dominant among adult students from the Allerton
College adult degree program.

The instructors—many of them were managers themselves in their own
companies. They could share the experience. that they had with their
professions, in addition to their teaching experiences...And I think that
added to it. They offered a lot more besides what we just could get from the
text book.

Because Allerton offered an academic program taught by practitioner instructors,
this expectation appeared to be embedded within the course structure. Students
viewed the practitioner faculty as being housed in the work site, along with them.
Thus, they believed that the practitioner instructors screened out irrelevant
information and only focused upon the important points related to work life and
passing the course expectations. Typically, these rtudents assumed that they were
learning material that wonld have direct translation to their work. They saw this
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faculty-student bondingin relation to the common experiences of their daily action
in a work setting beyond the classroom.

In the second adult degree program, Charles College, this theme of faculty
with practitioner experiences was also noted as valuable. However, because the
program provided most course instruction by full-time faculty, these adult stu-
dents were more selective in commenting about the faculty role using adult
experiences within the instructional process. At this site, there was a mix of faculty
who taught full time in both day-time young adult classes, as well as in the evening
program for adults. In addition, there were also a number of practitioners who
taught evening courses. As noted by the following statement, a subgroup of adults
who were in business-related majors did value adjunct practitioner faculty.

The really neat thing about this school—the professors have other experience,
they’re not just academia. They've been out in the world. I mean, they
actually have experiences to relate to you about...how this relates to what
they used to do and what they’re doing now and it’s really great. And if it
spills over—for people who haven’t been in the work force—that’s the best
thing. [Charles]

These different student perspectives between Allerton and Charles adult
students suggest both an expectation at entry, as well as a constructed meaning of
the relationship between faculty a~tions, significance of academic and life knowl-
edge, and academic program structures. The Allerton academic program was
structured on and valued practitioner faculty being embedded within the work
practice knowledge world. Thus, adult students judged faculty as relevant, cred-
ible, and focused upon the issues of application in the day-to-day world of business
management. In contrast, the Charles program was a liberal arts degree program
with amajorinbusiness-related areas. Fewer adult students commented about the
value of faculty who also had practitioner experiences. Although many students
noted the special insights and perspectives offered by the faculty who had known
and applied the knowledge to the work world setting, they alsc reported a broader
range of valued faculty characteristics, inciuding th.c diversity of the faculty across
liberal arts and professional course work. In addition, these adult students at
Charles valued faculty who would draw upon student work and personal experi-
ences in the context of the subject matter, as well as draw upon work experiences.
For Charles students, it was not the dominance of direct content applications into
the professional work world theyvalued. i.ather they held more valued judgements
of faculty-sreated linkages between their known world of experiences and the
current conceptual content. They looked at a more theoretical and more broadly
framed understanding between content and experiences. Many suggested valuing
the multiple perspectives created by a liberal arts and a professional studies-
business curriculum, of the interrelationship and value of both the academic
liberal-arts orientation, as well as the professional work application orientation.

l'aculty Who Presented Negative Class Relationships
While students described numerous supportive faculty actions, there were
also a portion of faculty-student relationships framed by intimidating and de-
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meaning faculty behavior. In particular, adult students suggested that often
younger students, and sometimes adult students, felt intimidated by the faculty.
These adults often saw faculty acting in a perceived power and ego relationships
with students. All of the students who reported intimidating facuity behavior
seriously questioned this faculty attitude. “Teachers, professors, should not let
their education take them away to where they’re holier than thou, and they're
holding themselves in high esteem...I don’t appreciate [teachers being conde-
scending]l.” A community college student reported, “I had an instructor last fall
who talked down to everyone..just like we were seventh graders” [Bayville].
Students at Fremont University were more vocal about arrogant faculty behavior.
These students encountered a few condescending faculty who talked down to the
students, belittled students during class questioning, or ridiculed students lacking
specific kinds of background knowledge. Most students suggested the following
belief system: “If they’re a good i_.structor, they’re not going to make you feel [like
or be called] an idiot.” Some adult students attempted to intervene to change the
perceived negative faculty actions. For example, one student reported attempting
to talk to the faculty about her difficulties in the initial first class session,

The classes were full and this was what was left..I couldn’t dropit. And the
man intimidated me so much. I felt like a totalidiot...So after that, I thought
about it. I said, “I'm going back in there again. I've got to at least let him
know.”...Maybe professors need a human relations class. [Delta]

Most believed that demeaning actions demonstrated faculty insensitivity, igno-
rance, and sometimes lack of knowledge competency in the classroom. Adult
students believed that this behavior was antithetical to supportive learning based
in mutual respect and collaborative involvement in the class. There were also adult
students who created different explanations for arrogant and intimidating behavior
of faculty on the basis of different knowledge levels between the student and the
faculty member. As suggested by one Fremont student,

An instructor will be so knowledgeable, so educated that they can’t bring
themselves down to the students’ level. But they have a hard time relating
to the students that are struggling. They get frustrated easily and they’ll
just like—*Don’t you see it? It’s right there!"—And sometimes that gets
frustrating...sometimes you have tobe assertive and say, “Well, look I'm not
getting it. I feel that you're up here, 'm down here and you're not wanting
to come down to my level. You're wanting me to come up to you and I can’t
get there until someone brings me up to it.”

Faculty-Student Connected Relationship

Connected Relationships Created in the Classroom

Previous literature regarding faculty-student relationships often suggest that
the most effective student outcomes are created through out-of-class faculty
interactions. The literature suggests that personal, meaningful exchanges in co-
curricular activities between fuaculty and students have significant potency in
shaping the college student experience. However, in the development of adult
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student-faculty relationships, most adults believed that a personal relationship
was established within the classroom. Many of these adults suggested that a trust
relationship between adult students and faculty was created over time through
class interactions; through adult student and faculty exchanges about class
assignments, papers and tests; as well as adult student demonstrations of valuing
faculty and the teaching/learning environment in the classroom.

They trust us more—because they know that we’re there for real learning.
They know we’re there for a purpose and we’re not there just because of mom
and dad, older brothers or sisters. We're there really for business. It's ajob

for us. We're going to get the job done...it's an attitude of respect for each
other.” [Delta]

Adult students believed they had a different personal relationship to faculty in
comparison with younger students.

I find I’'m at an advantage because of my age; the teacher takes me more
seriously than the rest; I just say that beciuse I feel, I experience that
somehow. If I have an excuse not to come to class, which is extremely rare,
it is absolutely accepted. Whereas with [younger] students often in the
course, they goof off or they had a party and the next morning they come in
late. Oh that’s different [the instructor would not accept their excuse]. So I

think for me, if I had anything to explain, I would be taken very seriously.
[Elmwood]

Part of this connected relationship for adults was being recognized and personally
known by the instructor. These adults believed that valued faculty knew them as
individuals with many life roles, as well as a student filling a seat in a classroom:.
Also some suggested that they had special interactions regarding their progressin
college with facuity. As reported by one Fremont University student,

One of my calculus instructors actually noticed that I had to miss one
semester because of my work load. And the next semester I showed up in
another one of his classes. I happened to have the same instructor and he
said, “You know, I'm glad to see you’re back.” ...They may treat you more—
admiring you more for coming to class and knowing what kind of sacrifices
you’re having to make.

Thus, for adult students the base of the faculty-adult student relationship occurred
within the classroom. The basis of this relationship was constructed through
faculty actions towards adult students in creating the structure and functioning of
the class and through adult student constructing actions and beliefs in this
evolving connected relationship with faculty.

Corcern for Equity or Favoritism in Faculty-Adult Ytudent
Relationships

The personalized relationship between adult students and faculty sometimes
represented specific issues of equality and equity in the classroom. Some commu-
nity college students believed that in varying subtle and clearly visible ways,
instructors gave preference to adult students. “i catch the teachers’ eye mere. I
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don’t know particularly why, other than that I'm older; and if I have something to
say, they listen. There's a difference.” On the other hand, many students reported
that the faculty did value adult students, but believed that adult students were not
given preferential treatment. Rather the adult student’s maturity and commitment
to learning made the difference for them in the classroom and in their relationship
with the faculty member. Many adult stude: ts had observed these differences and
often voiced their understanding of faculty equity as opposed to favoritism
influencing actions toward adult students. As noted by one student,

I think they tend to treat the student by the way the student produces...I've
heard the comment many times from faculty saying that you are older, I
know you will get it done...But I think the bottom-line is—I don’t think I get
a better grade or worse grade, or I don’t think I am handled any differently
than anyone else is. {Fremont]

Adult students often reported that faculty made requests of adults to provide
special assistance in the class learning process. For example, many noted being
designated as discussion leaders, being requested to share their notes with
international students in the class, or being called upon to aid the class in
understanding a particular point. These adults viewed these assignments and
requests as another demonstration of that connected, trust relationship between
the adult student and the faculty member. Or as another adult student suggested,
“So I do think that overall the professors have appreciated having adult students
in the class, because like I said we do [give] feedback—] mean we’re not afraid to
voice our opinions and ask questions” [Delta]. These students believed that faculty
valued adults because they communicated authoritative content information and
created an interaction of ideas within the class. Unlike the more passive young
adult students, most adult students were not afraid to present their ideas,
opinions, and engage in the substance of the course. As an adult community college
student suggested, “They respect me, they remember me” [Bayville]. These adult
students believed that they were more successful and had this connected relationship
with faculty because they were known and visible to faculty (in contrast to younger
students, who were often judged by adult students to more likely be invisible,
passive, and unknown to faculty.) Thus, most adults believed they were valued and
trusted in a connected relationship with faculty. This relationship was judged to
provide more lenient and flexible standards and expectatione.

Necessity of a Personalized Relationship with Faculty

Although individual students sometimes noted a more personal need for a
closer, more connected relationship with a faculty member, most students in this
study did not suggest the necessity of this personal relationship for their future
student success. However, adult students at Delta University shared a common
belief in the necessity of a more specific, personalized relationship with faculty.
They believed they could only be successful as students if they were personally
known and valued by faculty members. Often these students at Delta reported
actively creating purposeful interactions with faculty after class and making out-
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of-class personal contacts with the faculty member. As examples of Delta student
perspectives,

If they [professors] get to know you and they know you're older, I think they
show you a little more respect...With most of my professors I usually go to
see them in their office once and usually I have to ask questions...Some of
them will give you a hard nose in class, but when you get a chance to talk
to them, they’re not as bad as they seem.

I try toget a one-to-onerelationship with my instructors. Because of my age
and the experience of life itself, I feel that we are consenting adults who can
speak openly without fear of me intimidating you or you intimidating
me...We are mature adults, we are old adults in a sense, because the age
factor is there. So communication is a little easier too...If I have a question
I will come into their office and talk to them. On the other hand, once my
questions are answered, I feel that there’s the time to really talk nonschool
things, nonacademic things...Tell them that I'm a nontraditional student,
34 yearsold, alittle bit of my life history. Then after I get that out, they seem
to share a little bit out of their own lives, their own experiences. And then
there is not that separation between student/teacher...but almost a

relationship...I feel more comfortable in class after I really get to know
them.

These adult students at Delta suggested a feeling of a normative classroom
distancing of the faculty to in-class students. Most spoke to specific strategies to
create a more one-to-one relationship outside of class, and its potential influence
in modifying thie distancing and the related neutrality or coldness of faculty
towards students. Often, they believed their additional efforts to create an out-of-
class interaction with faculty helped them feel more comfortable in the classroom.
They believed it created the desired personal connected relationship and also aided
them in futuice studying for faculty-constructed tests or the development of faculty-
judged essays. Students at the other sites did not voice this same concern or set of

actions as a coramon need to create a connected relationship beyond the classroom
to influence t}.eir in-class experiences.

Faculty Relationship Based on an Understanding of Adult Lives

Often adult students believed that a connected faculty-adult student rela-
tionship alsc represented an understanding of adult lives. A valued professor/ in-
structor had a particular empathy for adult students and their special life
circumstances. As noted by one Fimwood student, “Like the professor 1 have now,
she tried to...put herself in the students’ position and make it easier. And she
[understood] what it must feel like [being an adult student).” These adults believed
that part of the connected trust relationship between a faculty member and an
adult student reflected special understandings when adult life circumstances
interfered with class assignments, deadlines, or expectations. These adults believed
that faculty should understand their life responsibilities and demands. This belief
also meant thatin difficult times of competing demands, adults valued faculty who
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made appropriate exceptions to the class standards and norms (for example,
permission to retake a test when it conflicted with required business trip). These
students appreciated and valued this special understanding that was different
from trad.ional classroom expectations. However, faculty-created exceptions also
posed concern for students. They wanted to be understood within their broaderlife
role commitments; yet they feared ihat by these differences and a negotiated
different involvement in the class, they might not be viewed as serious, committed
students. One adult student at Fremont noted,

I do believe they give us a little extra break, and I don’t mind that —to a
certain extent. I need it, I need that extra compassion, or that extra little
break; but at the same time, I want the education. I want the knowledge.
SoI'm always fighting that fine line between the two: making sure that they
know that I want to learn. Don’t give me a grade. I don’t want you to give
me a grade. If I didn’t earn it, I don’t want it.

Summary of Beliefs about the Faculty Relationship and its Influence
on the Classroom Learning Process

Adult students expressed a number of key beliefs about the importance of a faculty-
student relationship. One key belief focused upon respect and helpfulness of
faculty as a valued elementin the faculty-student relationship. There were also key
beliefs about the faculty role in relation to the student role. Adult students
suggested four different perspectives about the facuity in their relationship to
adult students. These alternative perspectives looked at faculty as 1) a god-like
entity, 2) an accessible expert, 3) a quasi-peer relationship, and 4) a partnership
relationship with adult students in the teaching-learning process. Another key
belief focused upon special faculty actions towards adult students including
the impact of special faculty expectations for higher levels of performance from
adult students, the faculty valuing of work and life experiences of adult students,
and the negative impact of intimidating and arrogant faculty. Many students
suggested a key belief concerning the creation of a connected faculty-adult
student relationship. These adnlt students believed that this special relation-
ship was created within the classroom, noting concerns for equity and favoritism
by faculty towards adults. These adults suggested that another part of the
connected relationship was based in faculty understanding adult lives. Lastly, for
adult students at Delta, they reported a dominant belief for creating a connected
relationship to faculty with out-of-class interactions to enhance their adult success.
Students at the other institutional sites did not report this perception or needed
actions to create an out-of-class interaction to aid their connectedness to faculty or
their success in the classroom.

Beliefs About the Nature of the Classroom Environment

Beyond the importance of a faculty-tonnected relationship, adult students valued
spe ific qualities in a classrcom environment and a classroom transaction. These
key qualities reflected adult student beliefs for: 1) interactive class transactions,
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2) supportive classroom environment, and 3) specific rituals and routines which
supported classroom transactions.

Learning Is Based in Interactive Class Transactions

Active Class Involvement

Most adult students believed that effective learning in the classroom required
active participation. Their notions of active participation, however, did not nec-
essarily mean outward verbal engagements, varied student-centered instructional
activities, or a dominant class leadership role. Many adults described their
personal active involvement as a committed, attentive presence in the classroom
and an active cognitive interaction with the ideas of the instructor’s lecture.
However, when asked to describe their observations of adult student class par-
ticipation, many would report adult students, as well as themselves, initiating
class discussions, raising questions, and being interactive within the class experi-
ence. “I would be more apt to ask a question than perhaps...well, I think there’s a
trend here...I think the older students are less inhibited. They’re more willing to
ask questions or to try to elicit more information than...somebody who’s younger”
[Elmwood]. A number of students felt that they informally acted as a classroom
spokesperson or acted as an intermediary between the class and the faculty, to
provide a helpful learning experience, such as eliciting instructor clarification of
a point. They saw this role as helpful to the class, because they perceived younger
students as not having sufficient courage to raise questions. Many adult students
saw themselves asinitiators of classroom conversations, of “breaking the ice” to aid
faculty who desired student feedback and interaction. As observed by one adult
student, “The teacher says, ‘Does anyone have anything that they'd like to ask or
could add?’ And there’s just dead silence in the room. And it’s usually the older
students that are putting forth all this information or asking the questions”
[Deltal.

Adult students valued active mental and verbal participation. They believed
that active participation aided both themselves, as well as their fellow classmates
and the faculty instructor. As suggested by an Elmwood student,

You can come vp with ideas yourself, but if you don't }~ve somebody to
bounce things off of—I mean it [understanding of knowledge] really doesn’t
grow that much and expand. And it’s nice to be able to have somebody else’s
input, because they can say one thing and you will see it from a whole
different direction. So that’s helpful.

Classroom participation was an importent vehicle that enabled adults to link
current learning with their own life experiences. Often these adults would speak
to discussions between faculty and students which involved either examples or
applications of class concepts. “I work better with examples. If they tell me
something that clicks, then I say, ‘Yeah, I know what he means—that means this
or that.’ So I can take a theory or something and put it to a practical application;
[then] it sticks” {Charles]. In addition, classroom interchange was not only
important for the understanding of the adult student; adult students believed it
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was important for the effectiveness of the instructor. Asnoted by one student, “The
teacher can't be efficient or proficient if they never get any feedback from their
students to know how they’re doing or what the student needs. The student owes
it to his teacher to let them know that ‘I didn’t understand that point” [Deltal].

Valued Faculty Purposefully Created Active Class Participation

Adult students valued faculty who created an active learning classroom
environment. As reported by a community college student, “I think the best
instructor I ever had helped me to learn. It was the instructor that was really into
class participation. She wanted input from everybody...It's like learning by hands-
on experience. It challenges you to do your homework and be prepared when you
come to class, because you know you're going to be called on” [Elmwood]. In this
belief system, it was not enough for the instructor to broadly open up class time for
questioning. It required faculty who were proactive in a thoughtful way and who
purposefully engaged in asking questicns of students, as well as provocatively
exploring ideas. Many of the adult students desired instructors who would solicit
more feedback for understanding, rather than attempting to cover so much
material in the classroom without the interaction. Within these discussions,
students believed that faculty ger‘ly pushed and pulled students to participate. A
good instructor was more proactive in getting students involved in small group
discussions andin class contributions whichinvolved opinions rather than superficial
demonstration of academic knowledge required for the class. This gentle, but direct
encouragement of student involvement was particularly valued by shy and less
confident adult students. They appreciated the comfort of being in instructor-
developed group discussions, rather than responding to direct questions in front of
the classroom as dictated by the faculty.

Active Class Participation Involved Varied Teaching/Learning
Strategies

Many adult students valued active instructional strategies beyond the class
lecture and the opening class questioning of material. These students valued
classes which offered varied formats of presentation, class involvement, and
solicitation of students for constructive feedback. Adults who experienced varied
formats of information presentatiuns in their work life and upper-division adult
students who had experienced a variety of classroom strategies were more often
vocal about the importance of innovative and diverse instructional strategies. In
addition, adult students who were in work environments reported that varied
instructional strategies aided them in making knowledge connections and un-
derstandings. For example, one student spoke to the impact of case studies and
related class activities which demonstrated content applications.

For me, I find that I can learn much better that way—if I can see how it can
be applied or where it has been applied. I can understand the management
model a whole lot better...than if I just read about it or heard a lecture on
it. So I gue3s you could say I learn a whole lot better through demonstration,
than I do through lectures or just reading about it. [Ailerton]
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Asubset of adult students alsosuggested that the instructional process should
also reflect active student responsibility for learning. These students believed that
active class participation should be the direct responsibility of students for design-
ing and conducting the learning experiences. One senior student at Fremont offered
this belief about student responsibility in relation to faculty instructional role,
“[The faculty should] facilitate, not dominate....They should be there as a~—just as
a reference. They should not control things.” This student and others who were
most often in upper-division professional courses of study believed that adult
students should have alarger role in the teaching and learning process of the class.
This theme was also suggested by students at Allerton College. However, the
Allerton students did not desire to control the design and activities of the course.
They valued their active involvement in applying learning experiences in projects
and class assignments related to their own work environments. However, they
were very concerned about their limited time and the accelerated nature of the
program. They desired faculty to structure and direct the class process. Although
they enjoyed their directinvolvementin application, they wanted faculty to created
and conduct an efficient set of guided learning experiences.

For adult students, active class participation also represented student-to-
student interactions in the classroom. Adult students usually valued other student
experiences and opinions as they illuminated class content, theories, underlying
philosophical orientations, and contextual applications. “You learn more because
you get more than one viewpoint, or you get side stories that help emphasize the
point, and I don’t know, the hour goes by faster.” Adult students believed that there
were multiple realities in the world and valued hearing from other adults about
their work experiences or significant life experiences. These students valued
effectivefaculty orchestration of student-to-student class discussions. They wanted
faculty to skillfully focus discussions on the topic and not allow ageneral discussion
of everyone’s likes and dislikes. These adult students suggested that garbage can
discussions—a free flowing presentation of uneven opinions and ideas unframed
by the faculty member—represents garbage-in and garbage-out activity.

Although adult students more often spoke to the valuable interchanges
between adult students, a rumber of adults also valued younger studentideas and
discussions. “I think when people get to be over 25 or my age—they are kind of set
in their thinking and a little more rigid. I think that kids, the kids are a little more
open, they will open up, they’ve got more interesting ideas. They may be totally
wacky and crazy but I found many of them get me to thinking...Ilike the difference.”
Thus, many adults believed that alternative viewpoints in class discussions could
alter adult rigidity of thinking. Theybelieved that they became more open-minded
through these class interactions with younger adult students.

Supportive Classroom Environment as a Part of Active Participation

Adult students valued participating in a supportive classroom climate. However,
they voiced differing beliefs about the appropriate elements of a supportive
classroom climate which enhanced learning. New entry adult students valued a
classroom with significant, positive messages of valuing students and of their
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efforts tolearn. These students were extremely cautious and looking for classroom
messages that reinforced their sense of self-worth and their abilities to succeed.
Reentry adult students had less concern for these issues of faculty reinforcement
of student self-confidence and efficacy. However, new disciplinary content areas
sometimes created feelings of anxiety and self-doubt. These adults valued faculty
who developed competency and success through multiple options or opportunities
to demonstrate knowledge and skill in this new area. Adult students who had been
successful in college for several academic semesters believed they couid handie
most classroom situations and therefore were less threatened by new conceptual
frameworks, new ideas, and new class formats and strategies cffered by faculty.
Whether these students were new entry, reentry, or continuing, or whether these
students came from a community college, a public university, or an adult degree
programn at a private liberal arts college, these adult students believed their
learning was more effective and mcre salient when they were in a supportive class
learning climate. The key elements of this more global belief about supportive class
learning climate included: 1) a self-defined comfort zone; 2) a sense of community;
and 3) support of adult-defined rituals and routines regarding learning.

Self-defined Comjfort Zone as Pari of a Supportive Classroom

One ofthe key elements of a supportive class climate was a self-defined comfort
zone in the classroom. This comfort zone was characterized and defined through
friendly, supportive attitudes between students and faculty. In these comfort zone
characterizations, faculty were viewed as open to student concerns, requests, and
actions. Some students reported particularly valued faculty actions, such as
attempting tolearn student names or providing humor orlighthearted conversation
within the class. This comfort zone in the classroom also suggested that the faculty
were supportive of adult engagement in learning in varied ways that suited adult
learners. Some adults believed that a better comfort zone and class environment
reflected an efficient, respectful, and relaxed atmosphere. These adults suggested
a perspective that everyone knew they were prepared and responsible for the class,
yet the class was a co-inquiry adventure in learning between faculty and students.
For example, one adult spoke to this openness and how he viewed it occurring
within his adult degree program class.

I think instructors, the good ones, realize that they’re working with adult
students and there is a difference. We're here because we want to be, we're -
paying our own money in some cases... We're here because we want tolearn,
we're also beat because we've worked all day. We've got mortgages to pay
and children to feed and spouse to fare for—that to e lends itself a little
bit more to a relaxed atmosphere. The neckties should come off; and [the
instructor should] sit there on the desk with your feet dangling if you want
to, encourage discussion and pull from that discussion the experiences that
people have had because we all come from different backgrounds. {Charles]

A relaxed, and supportive classroom for some adult students also suggested
motivation and enthusiasm infused in the class as part of this comfort zone. Lower-
division and new reentry students valued and desired faculty who created a class
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which offered enthusiasm and motivation integrated into the course content. “Most
of them instill motivation. Just their method of teaching will motivate you to pick
up the book and want to learn” [Elmwood]. Lower-division adult students some-
times felt a significant stretch between their past experiences and the current
course content. They valued faculty who aided them in making those connections
and display the excitement and value of the subject for them. In upper-division
course work, adult students did not have this same expectation of faculty involve-
ment in motivating students. They assumed that they should be self-motivated.
However, they greatly valued faculty who were enthusiastic about their subject
and enjoyed the classroom interaction with students in the learning process.

A Sense of Community in a Supportive Class Climate

Students’ ideas of a supportive classroom environment also included varied
beliefs about the nature of social and personal connections, of community with
others. For many of them, limited time due to work and family meant limited
interactions with other students outside of class. Most adult students valued
faculty who attempted to create a sense of community in class. These time-bound
students valued faculty who provided class opportunities for personal interactions
with others and promoted sharing of phone numbers and small group interactions
to share professional and personal experiences. Thus, a supportive class environ-
ment was one that provided for interpersonal interactions among the students,
giving them an opportunity to become acquainted and todevelop asense oflearning
community.

Others desired more than in-class interactions with fellow students. Some
single part-time adult students noted that they saw their social life based within
the classroom. Because they led terribly busy work and student lives, their only
social life existed in those slim margins before, during, and after class time. Several
noted their loneliness when comnmenting on limited in-class interactions and the
lack of interest by some adult students regarding after-class social interaction.
They had hoped that college studies would be more than just class lectures. Often
they found the faculty member and their fellow students only focused upon the
class content and not on individual interactions. Thus, they felt a sense of
loneliness in their classroom and alienation because of lack of in-class and out-of-
class interactions with fellow students.

This study found a number of full-time adult students who also felt a special
need for social interaction on the campus. Many noted a desire to find a friendship
network in this rurrent major life role of student. Because they did not have a work
environment, they desired a social life and a support network anchored within the
college culture. Ma -y assumed that this social connectedness would come from
fellow adult as well as younger students. And they assumed that the base of
creating that social network occurred through the classroom. Most of the full-time
students noted attempts to develop friendships with other adult students. How-
ever, the development of friendships usually occurred without classroom support.
These adults suggested that they developed friendships over a series of several
semesters with a few adult students who participated in the same classes or who
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purposefully selected similar courses for enrollment. No full-time students believed
that the faculty member in a traditional college classroom created a supportive
classroom environment for friendship development and connectedness with their
fellow adult students. A few students did report participation in professional clubs
or select special interest groupings on campus 2s an outlet for social connectedress.

This sense of learning community meant differing perspectives about the
structure or lack of structure in the learning process. Adult students in a
community college setting and in lower-division courses often were concerned
about making sure that they were given sufficient guidance to be successful. Some
adults did not value or appreciate a classroom which was more spontaneous. They
desired faculty to create support structures that gave them clear parameters and
guidelines. Thus, these adults often spoke to valuing a more deliberate and
directed classroom environment, a learning community which was known and
understood. On the other hand, adult students in upper-division work, in both
public  universities and adult degree programs in liberal arts colleges, valued
faculty who created a supportive classroom through guided learning among
students and faculty exchange of ideas. They valued an interactional classroom
community that supported their own involvement in the learning process. These
upper-division adult students valued a learning community that could flow beyond
the traditional expectations and boundaries of the normal class routine and was
more evolving and spontaneous.

Beliefs about Class Learning and Adult-Defined Rituals and Routines

Most adult students associated certain rituals and routines with their student role
and their efficacy to learn in a supportive classroom. Community college and lower-
division students, as well as an occasional upper-division student, spoke to beliefs
of specific concrete actions, of rituals and routines, which would help them be better
students. These rituals and routines included: 1) classroom student placement and
its demonstration of relationship to faculty and to the class, and 2) routines and
rituals which were believed to maximize effective learning.

Class Seating Placement Demonstrating Student Commitment and
Relationship to Faculiy

One ritual belief was the importance of sitting close to the instructor in the
classroom. This belief was dominant at tbe lower-division level, while upper-
division adult students noted more variable beliefs and actions in selection of
classroom seating related to class commitment, supportive classroom, and a
faculty relationship. Those adult students, who held beliefs about the importance
of seating in the classroom, spoke to purposefully seeking a seat within the first
four rows of the instructor. These adults believed that by being in the front, they
would have a better and clearer view of the teacher and the board. They would be
able to hear both the teacher and student interactions in class, as well asbe a part
of the classroominteractions. Anumber of students believed those who made better
grades were the ones who sat in the front rows. In addition, a number of adult
students believed that they established a personal , supportive relationship with
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the faculty member by sitting in the front rows. Thus, through this seating
placement, they became known and individually identified by the instructor and
could more easily participate in class discussions. As stated by one adult student,
“Well, most of the younger kids go straight to the back as soon as they walkin. You
can tell the really young ones and then it gets a little older and older...and it moves
up to the front [with the oldest in the front]” [Bayville].

Some adults reported that front row seats decreased classroom distractions,
so they wouldn’t miss anything. They were better able to attend to the important
actions in the class. Many believed that this up-front class seating aided in a better
attention span on the content, in remaining focused on the class and the faculty
member, and in avoiding both class environment and personal diversions from the
class, such as watching other people or thinking about non-class related interests.
Most suggested that closer seating to the faculty instructor was part of a support-
ive, connected faculty relationship. This ritual belief was dominant in the commu-
nity college students and a portion of the lower-division students in public four-
year programs. A more limited number of upper-division students in public four-
year programs spoke to this expectation of close seating placement to faculty and
its possible impact upon their learning and successful grade outcomes.

Most upper-division adult students were more varied in their beliefs about
location in the classroom. Some believed that sitting close to the instructer
supported their learning and their relationship with the faculty instructor. Others
noted a need to counter diminished hearing or sight. Some believed that a physical
closeness 0 the faculty member encouraged and supported interactions. A few
adults believed they could commmunicate their dedication to pursuing learning by
sitting in front. “Everybody who sits up front to me really wants to learn...I usually
sitin the second or third row. I want to learn, but I just don’t want to be prominent.”
When asked why, she reported, “Because I think most of the professors talk to
them—the first few levels” [Delta). In addition, some adults suggested that they
participated in smaller classes where they were in a seminar or circle format. This
type of seating placed them equidistant to others and the facu’ty instructor; thus,
seating arrangement was not a concern for their interactions and relationship with
faculty.

Several upper-divicion studente suggested that they experienced a shifting of
beliefs about this ritual of choosing an up-front seating location in a classroom. A
Fremont University student reported, “When I first went back to school, I always
wanted to sit on the front—so I could show that I was a good student; but [now] if
Ican get a good seat in the back—that’s fine too...If I can see... that’s my priority...It
depends on my mood where I sit [now].” Most upper-division students reported
choosing the most convenient or personally attractive classroom placement when
they came into class. This selection was often influenced by their desire to read the
board and listen to the professor. For example, some students purpuzefully chose
to sit on the right- or left-hand side of the classroom in relation to the faculty usage
of chalkboard or the direction of faculty speech towards the class. Some chose close-
up seating because of faculty mumbling or greater ease ininterpreting problematic
faculty writing on the chalkboard. For many of these upper-division adults,
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classroom seating placement was not an important variable in their lezrning
experience. “Sometimes I sitin the front, sometimes I sitin the back, depending on
the professor and depending on how big the classis and how it's structured. I really
don’t have a preference as to where I sit. Usually I would belocated close to another
student that I know” [Delta].

Beliefs in Specific Ritualistic Ways to Maximize Learning

Routines and rituals were also reflected in the course organization, adult self-
expectations, and study habits of many of the adult students. Just as with beliefs
about seating placement, these ritualistic beliefs were more dominant in lower-
division students. For students who believed there were certain ritualistic and
routinized ways to act as student, many believed that they would be “successful
students” by working hard and putting a lot of time and energy into studying. As
noted by one Bayville Community College student, “I think we study harder. Put
more time into study. We don't cram. We study.” These beliefs reflected student
actions in support of their role in the classroom.

This subgrouping of adult students created routines and rituals which were
sometimes influenced by the classroom environment, faculty directions, classroom
organization, as well as their cvm belief systems. Their rituals and routines focused
upon maximizing ways to retain knowledge and to successfully reproduce that
“known understanding and knowledge” for facuityin class and on tests. These were
dominant beliefs among lower-division students, while upper-division students
held more variable and personally constructed beliefs about best ways to learn and
study.

These rituals and routines also reflected adult beliefs about their potential
deficit of advanced age and disrupted past educational background. Some sug-
gested that aging required harder work to recall information from memory, while
others suggested that the interruption between previous schooling and current
collegiate work had created a serious gap. “If a younger student can get it in two
hours, it probably takes me four. Because first of all, I've been out of the system so
long that the prerequisites I had to start with are not only 40 years old, but they’re
way, way back on the edge of recall” [Bayville]. Thus, many adults assumed that
they needed to commit more hours to studying, develop more systematic rituals
around coverage of materials, and generally assumed that they would need to
memorize material and recall it through a more consistent, committed, and
extended studying effort.

Adult students also spoke to specific tasks and ways of studying that patterned
their lives. They reported specific strategies which they used in ritualistic ways to
study, particularly as it related to how they learned and remembered new content.
Part of their ritual focused on studying through faculty organization of the course.
They reported designing and executing their studying through faculty outline
statements and faculty and text-related summaries of key ideas, contents, and
processes. They believed these organizers were efficient and reflected the best use
of their time. Others, mostly lower-division adults, believed that the needed
knowledge was to be learned through the faculty direction. These students also

91
102



§
i
g
|
|
§
§
§
§
i
§
i
§
§
g
§
§

Chapter 3

reported following supplemental faculty suggestions or directions to use support
material as aids in learning (such as videotapes in the learning resource center,
additional book chapters, or recent magazine/journal articles). Other students
valued faculty cues regarding actions and strategies for studying and learning. For
many adults, faculty had significant influence on ways in which they pursued their
studying. Thus, faculty modeling of specific skills or actions were usually adopted
and used by these adult students. In these actions and beliefs the supportive
faculty and classroom organization directly interacted with these adult students’
efforts to be successful students.

Many adults, more often lower-division students, held a belief that effective
learning incorporated multiple iterations over course materials by the faculty
during class and by the adult student during studying times. Multiple reviews for
students included reading the same materials, transcribing or outlining notes, or
other similar repetitive actions. These adults believed the ritual of repetitive
review created a stronger recall system as well as enhanced understanding. For
example, a student at Bayville Comxmunity College noted, “Like this economics
course that I have—like I read through something one time and it's generally
mush. And then the second time I go back through it, and read it and it makes more
sense.” Students often suggested difficult material usually required three or four
repetitive readings. Many students noted key rituals of creating outlines of their
text, of typing up their class notes, of recording class lecture notes onto cassette
tapes and listening to the tapes while commuting to and from work, and of
designating specific times and places to study each week. Students at Bayville also
suggested other creative study activities such as study sheets, flash cards, study
guides, and extensive use of resource materials—medical dictionaries, regular
dictionaries, and encyclopedias. In comparison, other students in the other five
sites did not report this diversity of activities in study and learning strategies.

These beliefs and related extensive studying by adults were of troubling
concern for a segment of the adult svudents. Some believed that adults studied too
hard. They suggested that adult students were too compulsive, had lost sight of the
broader life, and needed to bring a better balance between their many roles.

I've noticed a lot of older students that will get burned-out from
studying so much and it comes because they don’t have abalance. They don’t
have a balance with their family. They just study. . . It’s like obsessive
compulsive. Balance, you have to have other things in your life in cxder not
to go through burnout. But as an older person you tend to really want to do
good on your grades, 8o you will overstudy. [Bayville]

Thus, these rituals and routines of study were seen by some as an overcommitted
effort, far beyond the needed time and energy to study and learn in a course. Other
students bhelieved these rituals and routines were strategies for student success
and better grades. These rituals and routines were constructed in relation to the
classroom, the faculty, and personal student beliefs. Supportive faculty behaviors
and classroom activities were believed to provide scaffolding supports as these
students acted on stylized rituals and routines in pursuit of success.
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Summary of Beliefs about the Classroom Environment

Adult students noted three broad categories of beliefs about the classroom environ-
ment. Classroom learning as interactive class transactions was one of the
key beliefs about a valued learning environment. This belief highlighted the value
of ar interactive class and the particular adult student values towards instructors
who created active class participation. These adults also noted the positive impact
of varied teaching and learning strategies from this more collaborative and active
classroom transaction.

Secondly, adult students believed learning was based in a supportive
classroom climate. A supportive classroom included a psychological self-defined
comfort zone, as well as a sense of a learning community. The third belief about
classroom transactions focused on learning through rituals and routines. Two
broad themes were included: a belief of a direct relationship of classroom seating
placement to student success, and a belief in certain ritualistic ways in which
faculty actions, as well as adult student actions, could influence effective recall of
memory and higher performance.

Beliefs about the Influence of Younger Classmates
and Fellow Adult Classmates on Classroom Learning

Previous impact studies of age-integrated classrooms have suggested beneficial
influences. In particular, these studies have reported enhanced awareness of
generational differences, insights into cross-generational understandings of con-
tent, and the development of an appreciation of age-related and life experience-
related perspectives (Kasworm, 1990a). In this scudy, four institutional settings
offered predominantly age-integrated class environments, while the two adult
degree programs were predominantly adult-based (or age-segregated) class ex-
periences. Adults in age-integrai.ed class environments (community college and
publicuniversity settings) suggested a variety of experiences and beliefs regarding
both the value of younger students in the classroom, as well as age-integrated
collegiate learning experiences. Adults in age-segregated class experiences (adult
degree programs in liberal arts college settings) valued the more homogeneous
experiences of all adults and the belief of significant learning exchange focused
upon interactions with other adult workers in the learning environments.

Beliefs about Younger College Students and their Influence on Adult
Students: The Age-integrated Classroom Experience

Adult students in age-integrated classrooms valued the participation and interac-
tions with younger students. These adults also reported their critical observations
and experiences regarding the “condition and status” of young adults in relation to
a college experience. Adult students suggested a spectrum of observations about
the actions and commitment of younger adult students. Some adults reported their
sense of wonderment at the brilliance and intellectual competencies of some of
their younger classmates. Others suggested serious concerns about a segment of
younger adult students who appeared to be wasting their time and college
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resources. Some reported the development of friendships with these younger
student peers, while others noted their preference for adult-to-adult friendships.
In particular, part of the classroom transaztion for these adult students was the
“hidden curriculum” of gaining perspective and knowledge about the younger
generation and their approach to college learning within a classroom.

Valuing Younger Student Contributions to the Class

Adult students in age-integrated classrooms valued younger students and
their contributions to the class. They often reported the particular positive
contributions of mixed ages, perspectives, and experience levels in their classroom
learning experiences. Adults found it difficult to categorize their judgements and
beliefs about the impact of younger students on their own classroom learning.
However, they suggested several key influencers of younger students, including:
1) new-found respect for their brilliance and capabilities, 2) the opportunities for.
friendships with these younger adults and the influence of youthfulness affecting
their own attitudes, and 3) the gaining of insights and understanding about the
perspective and beliefs of the younger generation.

Adult studentsin all three types ofinstitutional settings spoke of the brilliance
and impressive mental abilities of younger students. “Some of them are just bril-
liant students...I feel like for some of them—it comes very easy for them” [Bayville].
Many noted that they admired and respected younger student colleagues. This
respect also was linked to younger adults’ academic abilities; “I think it helps for
them to just have graduated from high school because they have the ability to pick
up [information] faster, and they can relate to some things [in the classroom more
effectively]” [Fremont]. Many adults reported developing friendships with young
students,while a few reported becoming mentors or surrogates for parental
perspectives with younger students. Most of the adult students valued younger
students because of their friendliness. “They all talk, they are all friendly. IfIrun
into them, they go out of their way so they can talk to me. There seems to be a lot
maore of them familiar with me than I am with them, but that’s fine” [Fremont].

Many adults believed that they personally gained from their interactions with
younger adults. Classroom learning was enhanced by intergenerational class
collaboration for many of these adults. “They’ve come tome for helpand I goto them
for help. Age doesn’t present a barrier when you're learning” [Bayville]. One
student commented on the value of a younger lab partner and their each knowing
certain parts of the lab activity. Another noted the value of having younger
students to keep them informed about the campus activities. Some adults believed
that these ongoing interactions with young adult students helmed them feel
younger. As reported by a community college student, “They’re a lot of fun, they've
got a lot of energy. And that rubs off on me. I feel like I've got more energy”
[Bayville]. A number of adults reported receiving compliments and praise from
younger students. This positive feedback added to their self-esteem and feelings
of acceptance in the academic environment. As reported by a Bayville student, “I
often have students come up to me early in the semester and express appreciation
for my presence by saying, ‘Gee I'm glad you're with us...I'm pleased to get your
point of view on this or that or whatever.”
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Some adults felt their interactions with younger students gave them a better
sense of understanding and of appreciating the younger generation. Many adults
believed that interactions with younger adults made them view things from a
different perspective. “It kind of offers me a reality base” [Fremont]. These adults
believed they heard and saw ideas and life through a different pair of eyes—eyes
which experienced a different world from their world. “The kids are great. I mean—
when you’re listening to them, you learn alot from them. With the older [students],
after awhile you hear alot of the same things...but with the youngerkids, they come

atit with afresh perspective.” One adult at Elmwood characterized this perspective
as innocence.

It’s that innocence, that child-like innocence that made me think. And I
tlink that’s true in the classroom setting, that sometimes just an innocent
question or a comment from somebody who’s naivete is so evident that you
just are amused. It can also be challenging at the same time.

These interactions not only suggested a different “world of reality”; many adults
believed it also provided them with a sense of understanding about being younger
in our society. “As a father, I could learn more about the younger generation [from
the classroom experience].” Most believed that the concept of an intergenerational
gap was more a lack of communication and of not knowing one another. Class
interactions between the generations made a significant difference in understanding
and valuing each other’s perspectives and experiences. “If you get to know them
and what their interests are—{then] I don’t feel {you have] that big of a gap”
[Bayville]. However, some students suggested that misconceptions also occurred
in younger students’ judgements of adult students, as well as on adult perceptions
and judgemente f younger students.

You walk in the first class and see all those 18-year-olds in there and you
think, “Oh my gosh, I'm twice their age.” And I think they [younger students
also) had the perception that you have nothing else to doin yourlife but come
and take this course and go home and study and that’s it—They [younger

students) have a grave misconception on what an older student goes
through I think. [Fremont)

Negative Perspectives about Young College Students

Many adult students saw younger adults as nonparticipatory and invisible in
the classroom. These adults suggested that younger studenis were very intimi-
dated by faculty and by the verbal presentation ofinformation andideasin a college
classroom. Adults often believed that most younger students were afraid to speak
out and lacked confidence; others suggested that youngerstudents were uninvolved,
as reflected by passive and nondemanding malaise exhibited by these studenis.
Some adults were concerned and upset because they did not see the young student
really valuing the undergraduate experience.

Younger students do not value the education that they're getting—or that
they’re not getting. I see alot of partying and that’s okay, to a certain extent.
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But Isee alot of students, they really don’t take this very seriously. The ones
who don’t take it seriously though, are the ones usually whose mothers and
fathers are paying their way. They’re not the students who are having to
work part-time even. They don’t know what it's going to be like when they
get out there—when they've got to deal with the real world. They’re not
going to be spcon-fed on a job...They’ll probably end up back in school when
they’re 25 or 30 years old to get the education that they missed the first time
around. [Delta)

Thus, these adults judged many younger students as squandering this precious
opportunity for a college education.

Adult students would often characterize some younger students as lacking
motiva.ion, commitment, and focus in college. Their judgements of disinterest were
based on observations of younger students’ behaviors, including: not attending
classes, not paying attention to the instructor, sleeping in class, trying to pass the
class on another student’s notes, being loud and disruptive in class, doing home-
work for another class during class time, dropping out of the class by mid-term, and
talking about parties and dates during lectures. Adult students suggested that
younger students frequently seem to place college studies on the periphery of their
lives.

In particular, adult students were upset with younger students who were
disrespectful to the teacher and to the learning outcomes of the course. Students
who were disruptive in class or revealed a need to be “babied” in the course
assignments and grading requirements were also judged by a negative standard.
For example, an Elmwood Community College adult student noted, “Some of the
younger students actually intimidated the instructor. They were rude.” One
student at Delta, a public university, discussed an insubordinate younger student
who defied the professor by coming in late and disrupting the class. More often
these issues ofinappropriate and disrespectful young adultbehavior were reported
in the community college setting. Adults reported younger students in lower-
division courses who attempted to renegotiate class assignments with less student
outcome expectations or made demands upon the faculty to give them the basic
outline of answers for the test. In essence, these adults saw younger students not
wanting to put in the effort to conform to a learning standard set by the faculty
instructor.

One subgrouping of adults believed that part of their more critical judgements
concerning younger college students were embedded in developmental life cycle
stage differences. Adult students recognized that younger adults had different life
priorities importantin their development. “These kids are worried about what the
fellow across the room was thinking about them, or the date they had the night
before. I have no diversions that way. And those are biggies for the kids. They've
got a lot on their mind” [Elmwood). They also re~ognized that young adults needed
to make mistakes to grow up into knowledgeable adults. These adult students,
however, believed that it was inappropriate for young adults to act as non-
commited and resistant towards academic learning in the college classroom. They
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viewed the young adult world as having limited responsibilities and focus; thus
they believed that these young adults had a prime opportunity to maximize their
learning involvement.

To me they seem so immature at times...and to listen to some of them talk,
it really frustrates me—beca:ise they’ll talk about their parents and you’ll
hear them comylain. But their parents are paying for the education. Or
they’ll go out partying and you’ll hear from someone, “Boy I got wasted last
night.” You feel like telling them that they’re just throwing it away. They
ought to be thankful that they’re getting this right now, that they’re not
having to work for it. So I find it hard to relate to them. [Bayville]

In considering these generational differences and their impact on classroom
involvement, adult student believed that these age-related differences also created
a different grounding for student actions. They viewed adult students as serious
and committed, while they often viewed younger adults as appropriately oriented
to the self, the social, and the varied clichés of college life. Thus, adult students
suggested that they could now focus on learning and its importance, while younger
students were still more focused upon self and concerns for acceptance in a social
group.

Adult distractions are serious. Making money, looking after your family,
keeping your relationship, keeping your marriage, or whatever, good. We
are playing with real houses. The students are worried about having fun.
Their concerns are frivolous...For grownups, our concerns are nuts and
bolts, and their concerns are wings and breezes. [Elmwood]

Beliefs about Fellow Adult Students and their Influence on Classroom
Learning

Adult students held many beliefs about themselves as college students and their
uniqueness in engagement in college studies. This section will present several
themes about adult student beliefs about adult students and their impact on the
classroom learning process. These beliefs of self and fellow adult student actions
come from a variety of sources—through observations, comments from younger
students and faculty, and from their judgements of their fellow adult students. It
was evident that these beliefs were partially dependent upon experiences of an age-
segregated or an age-integrated learning environment.

Three broad themes were voiced by adult students related to adult student
presence in a class learning experience. They suggested that beyond general
characteristics of adult students, adult students impacted the class learning by: 1)
being more achievement-oriented and competitive, 2) holding higher grade expec-
tations that differed from younger adults, and 3) engaging in class learning
differently between age-segregated and age-integrated classrooms.

Adult Students as Achievement-Oriented and Competitive Class
Members

Although most adults would not admit that they were achievement oriented,
many suggested that they viewed other adults as competitive and achievement-
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driven in the classroom, when compared to younger students. Adult under-
graduates judged themselves and their peer adult students as having a special
level of motivation and commitment, aifferent from younger college students. This
commitment shaped how they framed their experience and actions in the college
classroom and their own personal learning engagements. Several adults also
suggested that this belief was also influenced by the nature cf the college
environment and also their judgement of themselves now fulfilling a “young adult”
life expectation. Many adult students enjoyed the challenge of *he classroom.

Ithink I'm probably more motivated than most ofthem...younger students...it
takes less effort for me to do well in class. The older students give you more
competition than the younger ones. I am driven more to success, more to
success than I would have been 20 years ago, because I know the ramifica-
tions and the implications of my actions. Everything that I do in the
classroom, I know it’s more important now. [Fremont]

This special motivation of adults was reflected in their beliefs about the
importance of college as a societal institution, and of an education as an enhance-
ment that would change their lives. Most of these adults believed that because
adults participated in coliege without the support of society, they had a special
commitment to education. They assumed that because they were engaged in
college at =n inappropriate time of life [assuming college was a more appropriate
action for younger students], society made it difficult for thera to access, partici-
pate, and succeed in a collegiate environment.

Ifeel as though the adult students appreciate it more. They work harder, to
get what they didn’t get earlier. They know what they missed. They know
the value of what they missed. And they’re hungrier o capture the essence
of whatever we're working with. And that’s the difference between young
students coming out of high school [and adult students]. [Bayville]

Subtle Dissonance Regarding Grade Expectations Between Younger and
Adult Students

Anumber of adults believed that their desire to excel was perhaps not a valued
expectation within the age-integrated college classroom. Some adults believed
there was dissonance between younger and older students because of the edult
desire to get good grades. A few younger students were angry with adult students
who earned higher grades and presented a higher quality of class assignmeit.
These younger students often suggested to adults that they made it more difficult
for younger students to make higher grades. Just as in previous studies cf factory
production lines, there was an informal norm for a certain effort and quality of
learning outcome. Adult students were viewed as being individuals who did not
follow this informal norm; they often were viewed as “grading curve busters.” As
reported in this example,

She [the younger student] says, “Well, you all participate in class, ybu’re
always prepared, you ask questions and you show up...You kill the curve,”
she said, “and it just makes everybody else look bad.” And my reply was to
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her, “I really didn’t care.” You know that'’s one good thing about being an
older student. I have moved a little bit beyond peer pressure. And there is
resentment around—between younger students and older students—be-
cause you do well. I have learned one thing in here, I don’t depend on the
curve; because 'm not here for the curve, I'm here for me. [Bayville]

Most adults who noted this difference between younger and older students often
also reported that younger students would joke about this competitive, perfect
grade orientation of adult students. A few students also noted that some younger
students would purposefully select adult students to work with them in study

groups, because younger students believed that adult students were better stu-
dents.

Valued Impact of Dominant Adult Representaiion in a Classroom

Most adults in age-integrated classroom experiences suggested that they
valued the spectrum of ages and experiences in the classroom. As reported earlier,
they believed that this diversity was highly beneficial. However, these adults also
suggested that the quality of the discussion and participation were greatly
enhanced in age-integrated classrooms with a more dominant adult student
classroom environment. Adults would specifically report the value of evening
classes, which were predominantly adult students.

Adult students who participated in an all-adult classroom environment
predominantly valued the current situation. They preferred to have an all-adult
classroom or an strong adult representationin the classroom. These adult students
believed they gained enhanced learning because they were interacting with
students who were workers and were mature, committed adults. Although they
suspected that younger adults could offer certain unique perspectives, they judged
their current age-segregated learning environment as more focused, efficient, and
work-world connected. They believed that they gained a more helpful perspective
regarding the content and the world of adult actions and applications. Thus, in both
age-integrated and age-segregated environments, adults suggested that other
adult perspectives strongly influenced their own learning experiences in classes.

Summary of Judgements and Influences of Young and Older Adult
Students on the Adult Student

There were a number of key themes which spoke to judgements and perceived
actions by adult students as they viewed their interactions and observations of
their fellow students, both young and «id, in the classroom. Adult students noted
several significant beliefs related to the influence of younger students.
They valued younger student contributions to the class including their brilliance,
their youthfulness, and their fresh perspectives. They also valued different
generational viewpoints as well as being involved in intergenerational learning
experiences. Adult students also commented about their critical judgements and
negative perspectives of young college students. They believed that many younger
college students were uncommitted, unfocused and unappreciative of college
studies. In addition, adult students reported that some younger college students
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were disrespectful and disruptive in the classroom. These adults also judged their
adult student peers and indirectly themselves in the classroom. They reported
specific beliefs about the unique actions and ixfluences of adult students.
They believed that adult students were highly motivated and achievement-
oriented. Thus, these adults were highly engaged in the learning experience and
in the judgement structures of the course. They also viewed these traits as causing
a subtle dissonance between adult and younger students relating to assignment of
courses grades based oa class averages. Adult students were viewed as creating a
higher standard of performance from younger students’ expectations. In addition,
a subset of adult students valued the age-segregated learning environment or a
dominant presence of adult students in the class learning experience. It was
believed that adult students created a different kind of learning climate and

" enhanced each other’s understandings and abilities to transfer course content to

other ideas and other settings.

INFLUENCES AND IMPACTS OF CLASSROOM
AND EXPERT KNOWLEDGE STRUCTURES
ON ADULT LEARNING '

Adult beliefs about learning were also influenced by classroom structures, as well
as key beliefs about expertise and expert knowledge structures. Adult students
reported five major influences and im.pacts of cognitive and classroom structures.
These key areas included: 1) Making meaning of knowledge and expert knowledge
structures in the learning process; 2) Characterizing the nature of learning
through the actions of studying; 3) Learning and studying through accessing
resources (people and written resources); 4) Learning influenced by grades and
learning evaluations; and 5) Learning impacted through the academic program
structure.

Making Meaning of Knowledge and Expert Knowledge Structures
in the Learning Process

Adult students held varied perspectives about the key influences of knowledge on
their success in learning. In particular, most adults spoke to negotiated meanings
regarding the nature of knowledge, the ability to access and understand knowl-
edge, and the possibilities for use or application of knowledge. There were two
major perspectives of adult students’ beliefs about making meaning of the course
content knowledge: 1) Learning as making meaning of specific expert academic
knowledge structures, and 2) Learning as making meaningful connections in
relationship to academic and real world knowledge.

Learning as Making Meaning of Specific Expert Knowledge Structures
As suggested in the prior chapter, adult students often perceived differentia-
tion between academic and real world knowledge. In making these judgements,
adults also suggested a relationship between these beliefs and how these different
epistemologies of knowledge influenced their meaning of knowing and actingin the
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college classroom and in their life roles. Adults who viewed knowledge from
academic or expert knowledge structures suggested notions of knowledge as multi-
layered levels of expertise and knowing. There were two slightly different beliefs
regarding these expert knowledge structures and the actions of faculty and
students to understand and retain expert knowledge structures. One subgroup
viewed, themselves at the bottom of these layers. They wanted faculty to simplify
these knowledge structures to this base level of understanding. They saw a gap
between themselves as novices and the faculty as experts. They believed that
faculty could enly aid them by “coming down” to their level of understanding. The
first group required a first-time learning of new concepts and knowledge. The
second subgroup viewed knowledge development through a hierarchy of re-
building upon one knowledge structure to another. They did not view themselves
at the beginning novice stage; they saw themselves somewhere in-between. They
wanted faculty to review the earlier foundations of knowledge structures and aid
them as they quickly developed to the current level of knowledge between novice
to expert status. This group believed that they needed to re-establish knowledge
and understanding. Thus, although both groups defined knowledge as tangible
developmental levels of expertise and used metaphors of ladders, hierarchies, or
other multiple-tiered symbols, they suggested different beliefs about student and
faculty actions in the teaching and learning process in the classroom.

The first group of adults, the group which judged themselves as beginning
knowers, valued a learning experience which was basic for their understanding
and memory. They valued faculty who recreated course knowledge into its simplest
form. These students believed that good instructors were the ones who could
identify the student’s current knowledgelevel. Armed with thisinsight, the faculty
instructor would create clear, specific, and easily-learned knowledge experiences.
These students suggested a beliefin “levels of understanding and learning.” They
often saw themselves as beginning at the fundamental level. They realized that
college studies were at a differeni level of knowledge from their own backgrounds.
For them to succeed they required instructor intervention in changing the class-
level of knowledge for their understanding and long-term recall. Thus, they often
spoke of classroom learning and academic knowledge representing rungs on a
ladder. They often saw themselves at the lowest levels of knowledge and under-
standing (at the bottom rungs), with instructors and textbooks at a much higher
level of knowledge and understanding (at the upper rungs of the ladder). They
believed that good instructors would “come down” to the current lower level of
student ability and knowledge. Effective faculty members created learning expe-
riences which were a “reasonable stretch” for their current understanding level.
Thus, they were able to have meaningful learning experiences when faculty
modified the content of text and academic knowledge into the student’s basic
knowledge structures. These notions were often inextricably linked with stylized
language and skills. Effective instructors used more common, public forms of
language and skills to initially engage these adult students in effective learning
experiences. Use of special terms, concepts, and skills were viewed as demands of
advanced academic knowledge. A Bayville student commented, “But the teacher
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would need to not only know the subject material well, but be able to bring it down
from the egghead Ph.D. level, all the way down to the common, to the base.” For
these adult students, learning was the process of slowly working up the knowledge
stairs or ladder—step by step from simple to complex knowledge. “So I went from
there [not knowing mathematical fractions], to where I am now. It's a bit of a step.
It’s like climbing the Eiffel Tower or something. It's just so slow coming...from there
all the way up to here... 'm almost to the top. I feel good about myself now”
[Bayville]. Theseideas and beliefs were most often expressed by community college
adult students. Occasionally, this theme would be shared by alower-division adult
student in a public university.

The second group of adults defined themselves as being in movement in this
hierarchy of knowledge. They did not view themselves as beginners, yet they still
judged themselves as not prepared to successfully engage in the current knowledge
understandings and class dynamics. Again, this group believed a student engaged
in academic learning by moving up a hierarchy of simpler to more complex content
knowledge. These students believed they could make meaning of complex ideas;
however, they needed and desired to have the basic grounding of these ideas and
knowledge structures to build upon. These adults often suggested that their break
in schooling between young adult years and current adult involvement influenced
their ability to recall academic knowledge structures. They faced difficulty in
classes because they were unable to readily remember or lacked past background
cognitive structures and conceptual organizers to understand the current complex
ideas in the class. For this second group, effective faculty started with a quick
review of the foundational knowledge and moved them quickly through the
progression of more specialized knowledge concepts to the current level of class-
focused knowledge development. Effective faculty also suggested books and read-
ings that could also provide this background knowledge to fill in the felt gaps in
knowledge and understanding. In comparison to the first group of beginning
novice knowers who desired simple concepts for understanding, this advanced
novice knower group saw the broader development of knowledge. They believed in
joint efforts of faculty and themselves to gain the needed knowledge expertise.
These views were more common among subsets of reentry community college and
public university lower-division students. In particular, adults who were currently
involved in their reentry and were participating in mathematics, science, and
engineering courses reported these belief systems.

The development of expert knowledge structures of content was also interre-
lated to specific instructor actions and attitudes. Beyond the beliefin how content
knowledge should be organized and presented, these adult students also noted
other key actions which aided them in understanding and retaining knowledge.
Valued instructors would create meaningful learning experiences by acting as a
translator—bridging academic class content either with simpler concepts or with
abuilding block guided journey approach tothe student’s current level ofknowledge
and understanding. Valued instructors should act as training coaches to adult
students. These adults suggested that faculty should focus on developing knowl-
edge and skills and providing feedback to meet desired levels of appropriate
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knowledge and skills. “To guide a student and to assist us during our learning. If
astudent is having trouble with a particular thing, the professor could go back over
itand presentitinitially in such a way that 75% of the people can grasp what you're
talking about” [Elmwood]. Valued instructors also would create meaningful learn-
ing experiences by acting as reinforcer of new knowledge—bridging initial under-
standings with development of stronger understandings and recall of knowledge
concepts. As suggested in earlier discussions, this subset of adult students shared
strongly held beliefs about the importance of repetition to aid in recall and
understanding.

It’s very difficult for the instructor to say a concept once and expect me to
getitimmediately. Some things Ican get due toI’m older and I've been there
or I recognize it. Other [concepts] are completely new and I've never heard
of it before and I don’t know what on earth they’re talking about—and they
just keep right on going. [Elmwood]

Because these adult students viewed knowledge from a hierarchy, they often
noted that they made sense of their learning success through both personal acts in
identifying cognitive connections, as well as in public acts of classroom discussions
and evaluative feedback. A group of adult students spoke to the successful
movement up their knowledge structures through verbalizing a different under-
standing of the knowledge. Thus, for these students, understanding of success in
learning was often defined through personal metaphors and examples. Often these
adults would suggest that their mind was a machine which would start to work in
new and more efficient ways, while others suggested the notion of a light bulb
turning on to suggest clarity of understanding and identifying connections between
new knowledge and current knowledge. For example, a number of students spoke
to successful learning through the notion of a “clicking in their head.” This term
suggested that the information began to make sense. “It starts clicking...the light
goes on...the light goes on. And, Ch aha! That was very simple. It’s as clear as the
hand in front of my face. It's not like the fog outside. That's what happens—that
youknow that you are there, that youhave arrived” [Bayville). Another community
college student also used this term when speaking of discomfort with limited
surface recall of the material,

I generally don’t see myself doing well—I was coming out okay on the test.
But I still wasn’t comfortable with the way I had learned it. Ijust didn’t feel
that...something just hadn’t clicked yet. You know how you get that feeling
that you're trying and you're trying—and well it coming out on the test
[getting a good grade] and the teacher wasn’t seeing that I was having any
problems with it. But I myself wasn’t comfortable with that material. I
didn’t understand it as well as I wanted to. [Bayville]

Thus, many students judged their knowledge and understanding of the informa-
tion based upon their ability to both recall the content structures, as well as have
an understanding of its relationship to other structures and meanings.

Adult students also believed that these initial efforts to master expert content
knowledge were an imperative for their future success. They assumed basic
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content knowledge was foundational knowledge for advanced understanding of
specialized academic content. These students valued faculty who created strong
foundational conient understanding and verified that students had understood the
contert. Linked to this desire of faculty’s clear communication and understanding
of conten, was a beliefthat meaningful learning reflected the right understanding
of content. When students believed they needed to learn, recall, and understand a
specific set of assumptions and interpretations of content, they looked to the
classroom and the faculty. “Well, there are classes that you take and it’s definite,
there’s aright answer” [Bayville]. In addition, when students believed there should
be “right answers,” they placed more significant expectations upon the faculty and

Judged the classroom through those expectations (Belenky et al., 1986; Perry,
1981).

Learning as Making Meaningful Connections

There was a second major perspective voiced by a different group of adult
students regarding learning and its relationship to the classroom transaction.
These individuals did not view learning and understanding as the memorization
of expert knowledge structures orof knowledge aslevels or building blocks. For this
group of adult students, who were more often enrolled in upper-level work at four-
year institutions, their learning was focused upon creating meaningful under-
standings and remembrances of the material. These individuals did not look at
learning as a hierarchical approach. In comparison, they suggested a belief of
knowledge as networking of known and understood knowledge to new knowledge
and understandings. Although knowledge concepts and structures were important,
their greater concern was the relevancy and meaningfulness of the content. The
creation of these meaning networks occurred through both individual students’
actions, and through interactions with faculty. The adult student who sought out
meaningful connection, acted in a variety of ways both in class and through
studying. These adults particularly valued faculty whoexplicitly created classroom
transactions supporting the development of meaningful connections. As reported
by one adult student, “It’s very important [that faculty] know what’s going onin the
students’ heads. Because if they're not getting it, then they're not going to learn.
They’re [the students are] going to misinterpret something” [Delta]. This student
and others believed that it was not sufficient for & faculty member to lecture on
course content, to make the course content simpler in form, or to create a simple
to complex structuring of course content. Effective teaching and learning meant
working with the students in developing their understandings and making
meaningful conuections with the content knowledge.

This subgrouping of students believed faculty valued adult students who
demonstrated this perspective of learning. They believed that faculty valued
student who actively struggled to make sense of the content. These students
understood that other students viewed knowledge as a product to be assimilated
and reproduced. However, this form of learning was judged to be superficial and
to lead to short-term memory retention. In contrast, they believed that learning for
meaningful connections meant learning for personal understanding, knowledge
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connected to their current cognitive structures, and actions focused on long-term
memory. '

There wee several major beliefs that guided these adult students in their acts
of studying and learning. Meaningful learning as a deeper understanding of the
materials was often suggested as a key goal. Many of these stuaents had difficulty
articulating this concern, yet attempted to identify the cerebral feeling. Their
mental actions were not easily communicated in tangible ways, beyond noting a
desire for understanding. Some adults attempted to describe these actions through
their ability to understand their work, family, and society. This understanding
reflected a new and broader perspective onlearned content, as well as anew ability
to act and apply the academic knowledge and understanding in their other worlds.

These adults viewed themseives as possessing a different mindset from many
of the other students in the classroom. They saw themselves as seeking clear
meanings in the classroom transaction. Because of this orientation, they often
found themselves also acting as an intermediary for other students in the class who
faced confusion or uncertainty. Often these adults saw themselves as taking the
lead in asking questions or in clearing up a confusing aspect of the discussion. They
would often discern that the other members of the class did not understand the
lecture. These students also reported that when they had questions, they would
alsolook at othersin the class to validate confusion about the lecture. “Alot of times
I could tell that everybody in class was really confused about some point. A lot of
times I would ask a question hoping I could clarify it for the rest of the class.
Sometimes I would actually understand what’s going on, but I would ask a question
because everybody else was too bashful” [Delta). This same group of adult students
also noted that they carefully cvaluated when they intervened in a faculty lecture.
Out of respect for faculty or from prior statements regarding class norms by faculty,
many aduit students held back from active questioning in the courses. They often
believed that faculty disliked to be disrupted in their lecturing. Most of these adult
students carefully monitored and evaluated theirinvolvementin class discussicns.
They did not want to be too vocal. Because they presumed that class discussions
should involve all students, they were less vocal. They wanted to support equal
discussion time for others. Therefore, they often evaluated at what point, if
appropriate, they should contribute relevant information or ask clarifying ques-
tions. As an example, a Fremont student spoke to how he made judgements about
sharing life or work experiences and opinions in a class discussion:

I have to decide how valuable my information is, or how my information will
be accepted. In some classes I'm really able to do that; in other classes I can
sit back and say, “It's really not a good idea in this class...It’s better for me
not to have an opinion about anything and just let everybody else rise to the
occasion.” '

In this effort to seek clear meanings and connected understandings, adults actively
observed, judged, and engaged in class activities to enhance their own interior
meanings, as well as to aid other students who also desired clarity of content, if not.
conceptual interpretations.
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Learning as Viewed Through Actions of Studying

Assuggested by Vygotsky and others, adult students’ actionsin classroom learning
were often reflected in beliefs about acts of studying. As with the nature of
engagement in a classroom, the actions of studying also reflected both particular
beliefs about the nature oflearning, as well as the nature of knowledge. These adult
students suggested a variety of informed perspectives about the nature and actions
of study. For some students, studying was creating a recall memory of content

~ information. These students viewed studying as becoming knowledgeable about

the expert cognitive structures. For other students, studying and its related
learning outcomes suggested engagement with past personal knowledge and life
history, as well as classroom content. These adults created cognitive connections
for new and unknown materials with past knowledge. Beyond these broad actions,
adult students also noted particular practices of studying which related to beliefs
about knowledge, learning, and its relationship to the contextual academic and life
environment.

Life Experiences as a Base for Studying and Learning

In the previous section, classroom transactions were framed by either incer-
porating expert knowledge structures or making meaningful connections between
self and content. In this current section, similar frames occurred but were spoken
about through discussion of avoidance or use of past life experiences and knowl-
edge. This focus upon the inclusion or exclusion of past experiences reflected adult
student beliefs of having a different knowledge base, in comparison to younger
college students. These adults made purposeful judgements about the role and
utility oflife experiencesinrelation to the learning process. Thus, a key demarcator
for their study actions focused upon whether they believed their past life experi-
ences aided them in learning expert knowledge structures or in developing
meaningful connections.

When studying was framed as learning expert knowledge structures, life
experiences were viewed as irrelevant. These judgements came from adults who
dichotomized academicand real world and viewed them as fundamentally different
in form and place in their knowledge world. At best, adult students would judge
their past life background as offering scaffolding support to their acts of studying
expert knowledge structures. Often these adult students reported that they could
not see relationships between prior academic or life background and their current
academiclearning. They did not see a relationship and could not make meaningful
connections between new academic concepts or terms and theirlife’sinvolvements.
For these adults, repetition and multiple involvements in the same material were
very important. This subset of adults believed that rote memorization and
repetitive reviews were the only strategies for effective memory recall. Thus, they
created a memory structure, at first weak; then with continuous repetitions, it
become stronger and more likely to remain for a period of time in memory.

For these adults, concept learning was often much more difficult, demanding
more intensive mental energy and effort. A Bayville Community College student
reported, “I feel it’s hard for me in some of my classes as far as the concepte. You
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know...I don’t know if I'm a lot slower than some of the other students or...] don’t
know what it is.” From an upper-division student in the adult degree program at
Allerton, there was also frustration about the difficulty in learning concepts:

Other peopie have a much better concept background, a much better idea
about the whole concept and how it all fits together. And they don’t have to
do as much of that [repetition] because they understand a little bit more
about how the pieces all fit together. And the way they process that
information is fo put it in there in such a sensible way to them that it’s easy
to retrieve...that’s a much better way to learn.

This difficulty in learning concepts often reflected a lack of existing cognitive
structures to help them make sense of this new material. Thus, to effectively study,
these individualsbelieved they should commit significant, focused amounts of time
to studying. They worked long hours with varied routines to memorize and recall
key ideas. Of greater concern, they could not draw upon their past knowledge and
understanding to facilitate their memorization and learning process. They saw
learning new materials as a highly difficult and confusing experience. Further,
after memorizing terms and discrete acts of knowledge, many faced a more
daunting task of creating structures which focus upon relationships of facts and
ideas to these cognitive structures. As noted above, these students found memo-
rizing to often not be helpful in creating these knowledge structures.

Most of these students reported employing unique routines and strategies to
study and learn newinformation. These routines and strategies varied, dependent
upon past knowledge of discipline area, personal comfort level with discipline, and
beliefs about specific faculty judgements for knowing and understanding the
content. In discussing these varied strategies, some students discovered more
effective recall through use of different modalities as muitiple sources of rein-
forcement. For example, one student discovered that he was more of a visual
learner:

To me it's just a better way of cementing the information—is to visualize it
and see it typed up [notes are typed}—It means a lot to me if I can visual it
and if I can put it down on paper. Then I can call that image back up and I
cansee something that Imight not necessarily have remembered otherwise.
So I have to try to use both sides of my brain. [Fremont]

This student believed that by his ability to visual the written word, he knew and
understood the content. Other students established specific routines, places, and
times of the week to incorporate sufficient study and review time. Most often, these
adults reported a number of “reiterative rounds” of study. They also placed
significant emphasis en the use of a variety of strategies, including notes, readings,
tapes, and study groupings to develop a meaning structure for new ideas and
concepts.

There was a second group of adults who viewed their life experiences as being
integral to the studying process. Learning for this group was making meaningful
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connections between current and past knowledge. These adults judged themselves
tobe differentlearners than those who focused upon memorization, as well asthose
learners (predominanily younger students) who had no previous experiences to
draw upon in their learning process. As noted by a Charles adult degree student,

You come in with a different knowledge base, so we’re kind of starting from
a different level. I may go into a corporate finance course not knowing
anything more about what’s going to be covered in that course than the
younger studert. But I have already seen how that material is going to be
applied. I've already encountered situations where that kind of knowledge
would be helpful [in a work setting] and they [younger students] haven't had
the opportunity yet....So in that sense, I think you learn differently. It's
easier, I think, for an adult student to transfer what’s doing in the class-
room to the outside environment, than it is for a younger student.

This orientation assumed that new class content could be readily linked to
existing life and academic knowledge. As noted by one student, “The whole exam
seemed to me like it was related to that one thing. He asked it every way you could
think of and I thought, ‘Gee whiz, glad I thought that through.’ I could relate it to
something in my life, then it made perfect sense” [Delta]. For these adults,
understanding of concepts and terms occurred by taking academic knowledge and
cognitively grounding it into their existing knowledge base. Unlike younger
students or adults without rich work experiences, these adults drew upon their life
biography te create meaning and contextual understanding.

In most of the subjects T'll have a little bit of outside [life] knowledge and I
try to incorporate the outside knowledge with the new [academic
knowledge].....But one of the things I did lately was that I reached the point
_ where the concepts were those concepts that I had bits and pieces of
knowledge from before [past academic knowledge]. And I was able to
combine them with the new knowledge...It was alot easier to retain. [Delta]

Some of these adult students also noted their use of reflection as a tool for
understanding. Many noted ways in which they used reexamination or reflection
of past understandings of academic knowledge, as well as their assessment of past
and current life actions. For example, some adults reflected back upon course work
and identified applications in current life activities.

I know that when I first started taking accounting it was all rote. Basically,
it was just rote memory; I memorized it. It was short term memory [and] it
was gone. And then once I started working with it somehow it was there in
the back of my mind somewhere. And it just sort of started dredging itself
out and little by little this makes sense...[I thought to myself] “That is what
I learned in class and it really works. This is the way they really do it out
in the world.” [Charles]

In addition to reflective activitics, some adult students reported judging the
relevancy of current learning to fuiure life activities.
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The one main concern of mine would be—when all this education is over,
how much of this stuff am I going to take with me into an employment
situation or use later...Hopefully, if you understand the principles and
you're going to have to remember them and apply them to a situation. And
I’'m hoping that ’'m understanding enough...that I will be confident in doing
my job. [Fremont)]

Dual Action Perspectives of Learning and Studying
The previous section explored ways in which adults either used life experiences

or ignored their life experiences in making meaning of coutent knowledge. In
addition, a group of adults spoke to utilizing two perspectives at the same time in
their learning and studying. In the first action perspective, they conformed to
norms and expectations for a good college student. They acted on learning the
requirements for the course, the professor’s expectations and related beliefs about
academic requirements t0 gain appropriate grades. In the second action perspec-
tive, these adults fecused their learning on personal interest and linking pasi
interests with current academic knowledge. For some students, these two action
pergpectives were congruent; for other aduilts, these two were discrepant and
conflicting.

I'think you learn in those areas that are interesting to you. That is where

you learn the most. You may learn a smattering of what he [professor]

thinks is important, you may learn enough to make an A. But you have

learned more maybe than what he set out to teach you or in a slightly

different area [because of personal interests). [Fremont]

Some adults spoke to specific work-related activities which became the focus of
their personal learning goals. Others noted particular learning goals related to
their children or a social issue currently in the news. Thus, some adults actively
pursued their own learning goals into the broader class: Jom requirements and
assignments. They developed class papers, special readings, and considered
applications of course knowledge related to those personal learning interests.
Those adults who had difficulty in this dual action perspective often found course
readings, assignment requirements, and the defined parameters of course knowledge
to not be flexible or support their learning goals. Some adults gave up their desires
to pursue personal learning goals; some adults attempted to negotiate with faculty
about special paper assignments or projects; and some acted independently of the
acceptance of the faculty member and faced the consequences of their actions later
in the course.

This dual perspective also had another meaning for adult students who were
enrolled in the customized accelerated program at Allerton College. Students in
the adult degree program at Allerton College felt caught between the desire to have
meaningful conceptual learning experiences and the need to cope with the accel-
erated learning in this program. On the one hand, the learning experiences were
more directly focused upon upplied day-to-day work situations, and were easily
relevant and meaningful. Background theory and concept materials, however,
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were often quickly and intensely covered. Thus, these students reported difficulti=s
with recall and felt they lacked a strong understanding of the conceptual material.
Some believed they had not had the time to experience meaningful long-term
learning. These adults believed the accelerated program was not necessarily the
most helpful format for learning materials.

I guess with an accelerated class, I feel like 'm missing some stuff. And it’s
not the school’s fault, they make an assignment and maybe I don’t get it al!
done...Again, you've got somuch you have to cover. Maybe the negative part
of an accelerated class is you just don’t learn all that you want to learn just
because of the time constraints. [Allerton]

Thus, for some adult students, they sugp . erating from two simulta-
neous perspectives. One meaning for this dual veexperience focused upon
conforming to class expectations and norms, ~ :’ rexpectations,” while also
creating and acting on one’s personal learr. ‘u~se. The second
meaning for this dual perspective was unique to .. 4 applied work-
oriented academic program. In this situation, many . o ielt torn between

desiring to learn in-depth understanding of the knowledge and conceptual frame-

works, while algo valuing the accelerated pace of the program and its more applied
orientation to work life.

Studying and Learning Through Out-of-Class Resources and Persons

Individuals across all settings reported valuable use of out-of-class designated
resources for learning and studying. However, beliefs about the selection, use, and
impact of other resources in learning and studying varied. Certain adult students
believed that studying and learning must be done predominantly by oneself with
limited use of other resources; other adult students valued and expected other
people, including faculty, students, family, friends, and work colleagues, to provide
integral support and assistance. Some adults made extensive use of out-of-class
related material resources, as well as the course text and the lecture notes; while
other adults focused predominantly upon the text, the class notes, and their own
background.

Use of Others as a Primary Study and Learning Resource

Adult students often viewed others, either within the collegiate context or
external to the current academic program, as significantly important for their
studying and learning. They believed that successful studying and learning
incorporated a variety of individuals, resources, and strategies.

The first primary group of study and learning supporters were faculty and
academic-related staff who directly worked with adult students in classes or
related academic experiences, such as a writing lab. Faculty provided many in-
class suggestions and provided opportunities for students to learn skills related to
more effective study skills. However, one subgrouping of adult students, predomi-
nantly in the community college setting, believed that faculty and staff were
ne: ssary, primary resources for support and assistanice in their out-of-class
learning. As noted in the earlier chapter, these adults believed they needed a close
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relationship with the faculty to provide help and encouragement. They also ne
specific and explicit activities and directions by the faculty member regarding
organization of the material, the specific topics and ideas to learn from
material, and, if possible, one-to-one coaching. These adults often created spi
opportunities after class, during office hours, or through telephone calls at fac
homes to gain additional advice and counsel.

A second primary group for study and learning support were fellow stud.
Many aduit students valued studying with other students from their c.ass. T
were several forms for these study connections with fellow students. Many a
students used informal gatherings or phone calls with other adult students
sometimes with younger students]. As suggested by a Bayville student, “And I
that [learning is] much more difficult if you don’t have anybody to ask quest
and clarify stuff. Because sometimes the textbook doesn’t give you 2 good ha
on the material. You can read it and if you're still confused—if there's nobods
a professor to clarify, then you're lost.”

Beyond these informal gatherings, certain students also purposefully ¢
nized special study groups.

I try to organize some kind of a study group—if the course is difficult and
there are other people in the course that I feel that are confident enough
about the material or not that confident but want to know something. I
mean it’s just a fact that if you want to learn something and there’s
somebody else that also wants to learn—if you can get together and heip
each other, it's a help. [Fremont]

Adult students who participated in study groups valued these interactions. S
groups provided the opportunity to problem-solve, to clarify knowledge that
not understood, to provide a “push” [motivation] for each other, and to
feedback and validation that the knowledge was correct and understood. “And
of times you can understand it yourself more and clarify it more [by] trying tc
somebody else. I feel like you probably learn more trying to teach it to somel
else than you do any other way...by explaining it to somebody else; it crystal
and clarifies it in my own mind” [Fremont]. Many adult students held a belief
discussing and “teaching” each other in the study group promoted learuing con
in depth.

As one unique strategy for group study, one student reported developi
walking group of four returning students. “We walk and talk about the cl:
getting exercise and talking about what we just learned” [Fremont]. In addi
students reported helpful small group interactions within courses for case stu
simulations, and projects. Some students voiced a belief that adult studen
night courses were more likely to provide mutual study support. These stud
voiced a belief that night courses were better for ~arning, because adult stud
wanted to help each other. “The night class seem«d much more close. { mear
would help each other more. The day class, they couldn’t wait for that, you k
ten minutes to [the end of the class period] and they close their books and le
[Elmwood]. Even talking after class proved extremely helpful for adults who ¢
not find time to participate in study groups.
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Some adult students were frustrated by their inability to identify study
partners. Because of conflicting work, commuting, and family schedules, they had
difficulty in meeting with others. At best, these highly committed adults most often
attempted to develop pairs or triads when studying for crucial tests once or twice
a year. However, they predominantly studied alone, believing nonetheless that
they had lost a valuable learning experience.

In addition to informal efforts to study together, Allerton College adult degree
students experienced a required student study group as part of their program.
These small student groupings were one of the most dominant positive experiences
in the Allerton adult degree program. In this program, students were divided into
groups of three to five persons, drawn from the cohort class. This study group met
each week throughout the 15-month program and were £3signed weekly respon-
sibility for group projects and assignments. During class time, these study groups
presented back their joint work to the full cohort group and instructor. This study
group was noted as the most helpful and important feature of this customized
program. Most students believed that the study groups provided team-building
skills, as well as academic survival for each of the group members. “Without the
study group, no individual could accomplish what they ask of you. With the study
group, everyone learns to work together, depend upon each other. And that’s the
biggest plus the program has got going, I think, is the study grovp.” These students
believed that the study group helped them learn from different perspectives, but
more importantly it provided significant personal support and caring.

We have a very small [cohort] class, we have 13 people. And over time they
become your support group and you learn to talk about your fears and your
problems and anything that you are having difficulty with in school as well
as out of school with this group of people. And they help you work through
things. So I feel like I have also achieved a higher level of thinking or
something, or introspection or something. I feel more in tune with myself
and I feel better about the people around me, because I have had this kind
of support.

Onthe other hand, as much as they valued peer study groups, the vast majority
of Allerton students reported a negative perception of a study group peer evalu-
ation which fed into their course grade. For example, “So when you're rating on one
to five, everybody gets fives. And it’s really not a good evaluation...I don’t know how
you could make it realistic. And we're friends; we’re working together like this for
so long and we work good together. [You believe that] you wouldn’t penalize me and
I wouldn’t penalize you.” For many of these adults, the key value of a good required
study group, that of developing an intensely personal and trusting relationship,
made it highly inappropriate as a base for critical evaluation.

A third primary support for study came through personal assistance of work
colleagues, supervisor, spouse and children, or hired tutors. Adult students often
attempted to identify individuals who were knowledgeable {(more expert in the
content knowledge) and who would be helpful in creating meaningful understand-
ing and knowledge. A few students noted use of work colleagues or supervisors.
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“Sometimes at work, I would ask fellow workers that had just graduated from a
university to help me with a problem. But, in most cases, I did it by getting other
resource materials” [Fremont]. In addition, 40% of students at Fremont, a public
university, reported hiring a tutor (particularly for math, chemistry, and foreign
language classes).

More adults turned to significant others in their lives (close friends, spouse, or
children), rather than work colleagues or hired tutors. Their involvements rep-
resented a variety of strategies. A number of these adults spoke to creating
purposeful discussions with significant others. “What helps me sometimes to
master the subject ig to discuss it with my husband or my children. I come home
having learned something and tell the children...and then we discuss it” [Deltal.
Some adults specifically created tutoring or mentoring relationships with close
friends or their spouse. Beyond aiding the adult student to understand material or
to quiz the student for test preparation, several spouses edited or provided
feedback on papers. In addition, a number of adults used high school or coilege-
aged children to help them understand the course content. There were a variety of
examples of adults who had their children help them with assigned study problems
(particularly in algebra, calculus, or chemistry courses).

The fourth primary support came through the access and use of written and
visual materials. Many students noted seeking assistance through other non-class-
related books, high school texts, dictionaries, personal readings, professional
journals/publications, videotapes in the library, or related supports. Adult stu-
dents used these additional materials to make sense of the course content. In
addition, students who reported using these additional sources believed that an
“excellent” student should be more flexible and self-sufficient by seeking out other
resources beyond the classroom-required text and related readings.

Some students held beliefs about giving orgaining help to study and learn from
otheradult students. Students from the community colleges, predominantly Bayville
Community College, believed that part of the student role was to provide assis-
tance and help to fellow students. “A good student is someone that is willing to help
another student.” These students believed that they should not only be willing to
accept help from others, but that they also should provide help for others to learn
and succeed. In contrast, most of Elmwood Community College adult students
spoke to greater self-sufficiency.

Use of Self as a Primary Agent for Study and Learning Resources

There were some adult students who believed that true learners made active
efforts to figure out the answer on their own. Theybelieved that successful learners
should be self-initiated and self-reliant in gaining needed learning background.
This self-initiated learning stance was believed to be a valued behavior in the
collegiate environment. These adults also negatively judged other students who
assumed faculty should give them the needed help. They often labeled that
behavior as “taking the easy way out.” Although they believed it was appropriate
to ask questions or seek clarification from faculty, they strongly believed that
students could onlylearn by doingit themselves. Thus, other kinds of learning aids,
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study groups, or colleagues were used before seeking personal assistance from
faculty. These adults felt embarrassed to admit that they did not understand and
could not figure out how to gain understanding of content without seeking the
support of a faculty instructor. Thus, these adult students viewed the actions of
“attempting to figure out the answer first,” as a more mature activity for adult
students. As noted by one adult student, “Older students may take time to try,
think something through and figure it out; where I think younger students might
be more prompt to get the professor to explain it for [them], do it for them.”

These adults did assume that there may be occasions when adult students
would seek out faculty expertise. These adult students held self-defined param-
eters and expectations about acceptable student requests for faculty assistance.
However, just as these adult students were judgmental of other students who
requested excessive assistance from faculty, they were also judgmental of faculty
members who did not provide appropriate clarification and understanding in the
class. They viewed confusing classroom behavior by faculty as torcing students to
seek significant faculty help or go outside of class to gain needed understanding.
In these circumstances, they judged the faculty member as incompetent, and
believed that they were placed in an uncompromising position to seek out un-
derstanding from outside the classroom. As exaraples of these self-initiated action,
one upper-division adult student at Delta commented, “I asked her [a professor] a
question about something in the readings that I wanted to clarify, and she said she
didn’t know; and then she told me that I didn't need to know everything. So I went
to thelibrary and looked it up on my own—found out what it was myself.” Another
Delta student noted, “The student’s responsibility is to be prepared and not expect
that much from your professor—because sometimes, you aren’t going to getit. You
have to prepare yourself.”

Many adult students alsonoted their initiatives beyond the classroom regarding
advising, course/program changes, and other more complex academic procedures.
Many students suggested a variety of ways that they came to know the collegiate
system, their program requirements, and their understanding of the inner work-
ings of the collegiate system. For example, one upper-division student noted, “And
I've read cover-to-cover probably the catalog on all the requirements and stuff.”
Many adult students assumed that they had to read and understand the college
academic advisement materials and catalogs for themselves. They believed that
they needed to understand and articulate policies to both communicate their own
needs, as well as to verify that they were meeting collegiate requirements for their
degree program. Part of these actions focused on a belief that they should be in
control of this information for efficient movement through a program and re-
quirements. And part of these actions reflected a belief that they should be self-
reliant as a student.

Learning as Influenced by Grades and Learning Evaluations

There were diverse beliefs expressed by adult students conce1 ning the influence of
grades and learning evaluations on studying and learning actions. One key area
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of perspectives and beliefs focused upon grades and their relationship to the
knowledge base: 1) as an external goal of judgement, 2) as a reward and positive
reinforcement, and 3) as linked to future success. In addition, learning evaluation
and testing activities had specificimpacts and influenced the beliefs of some adults
regarding valuable knowledge.

There were a number of adult students who viewed grades as a form of external
yardstick (to compare themselves with others or a standard of content knowledge)
or as a barometer (establishing a goal with incrementlevels of development). Often
these adults, particularlyin their early semesters of work, placed major importance
on the awarding of grades and on actions which gained high grades. Otherstudents
were more philosophical about the meaning of grades in relation to learning. “I
figure it's a good gauge as to where I stand in the rest of the class. But more often
times, it’s more about where I stand in taking a test, rather than where I stand with
the rest of the class in learning...It tells me whether I'm mastering the subject
matter, according to what the professor thinks.” These students believed that

grades provided important feedback about their ability to measure up to the
academic standard of knowing the material.

It makes you either f<: 1 good about yourself or realize that you didn’t study
enough or whatever. It shows you where your problems are. Sometimes I
think it would be helpful to have more tests, rather than just two that are
80 critical. You would have more along the way to really test you and to give
you more of a chance to learn from it. [Elmwood]

Others viewed grades as providing positive feedback on their success as
students. “And Ineed success experiences. I need to just be able to show that I know
concepts, that I understand what we are doing” [Delta]. Because of this belief in
linking grades to an external measure of success, many students suggested that
adults were very competitive about grades. Others viewed this competitive desire
to make top grades as unhealthy. They believed it created an overcommitment to
the charade of “making grades” and focused greater concern on the external act of
making good grades than on the internal act of creating meaningful learning
experiences.

In addition to viewing grades as a yardstick or as a targeted goal, many adult
students who were workers also viewed grades and evaluations as analogous to job
performance appraisals. “It tells you where your weaknesses are. It's just like a
performance appraisal. I like performance appraisals...I think it's to let the
person...know where their weaknesses are and their strengths are” [Charles].

Many saw grades as a reward and positive reinforcement and thus linked good
grades with increased self-confidence. “I think evaluation is necessary because it
keeps you motivated or helps motivate you...If you want to be the best that you can
be, or do the best you can....I think it's important that everybody feels that you are
doing the best that you can.” Many believed that grades reflected the self-judged
effort in studying and learning. “So it’s just a reflection of how hard you want to
learn the material, whether it was to just get by or whether it was to excel at it”
[Fremont]. These adults assumed that anything less than ‘A’ grades would suggest
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that they were not fully able to handle the challenge. One Elmwood student noted
“That’s a personal achievement, I felt good about myself. And I proved to myself
that I was an excellent student.” Another student from Charles reflected on his
early desire fcr perfection:

When I first started school, anything other than a perfect score was
unacceptable...I still have them [feelings for gaining tep grades] now, but
I've learned to temper them more, somewhat. They [the compulsion for
perfect grades] would have eventually destroyed me, had I not learned
coping strategies.

Many adults suggested that either within their own belief system, or in
recognition of societal beliefs, good grades influenced their future success. In par-
ticular, many adults within the community coliege and some adults who entered
as freshmen or who reentered after a significant break in enrollment in public
universities believed that grades were highly potent. They viewed grades as
indicators of their future ability to succeed in a collegiate environment and to be
successful in future careers based upon a college education. Many students,
particularly in the community college, also believed that grades were important
for employment, tuition reimbursement, and future opportunities. As suggested by
one community college adult student, “Anyone who thinks that prospective
employers don't look at grade point averages is being foolish and naive...One of the
first cuts [in hiring] that is made is the grade point average” [Elmwood]. Another
student believed that grades opened doors for future employment and future
admission to a particular college or academic program: “It means [my entry] into
Fremont University College of Business, rather than just getting stuck in the
general college. That'’s the first place it'’s paid off. It’s paid off in scholarship
money—and it’s also going to pay off in the end when I go to interview [for a job]
the first time.” Also a number of adult students, particularly in adult degree
programs, reported that employer reimbursement was contingent upon good
grades. Many employers reimbursed employees on a sliding scale based upon
grades, such as 100% reimbursement for A grades, 80% reimbursement for B
grades, and so forth. For these adults, grades made a difference in their income.

Studying and learning beliefs were also related to test-taking. Many adult
students believed testing, as well as grades, had a major influence on their
studying and learning patterns. They suggested that tests were valuable and
necessary, because they provided focus, discipline, and feedback. “It's a major
influence [tests]...Well, if you didn’t have tests, you would just go through the
course and participate if you wanted to...It forces you to put more focus on the
subject, on the course” [Delta]. On the other hand, there were other adult students
who disliked tests, because they believed that tests were not relevant to the adult
learning process. A number of adults believed that testing was antithetical to
effective learning.

Tests really don’t test one’s knowledge, basically just recall. And to me, in
order for a person to have to find out if they’re learning anything you have
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to find out if they can put it into practice. So to me, if you have a case study
in which we actually have to apply what we've learned....I think the test
should be involved in the case scenario where you apply what you're suppose
to know versus recall and verbatim. [Charles]

Some adult students viewed testing and grades with some detachment.
Although they were actively engaged ina systembased on assessment and grading,
they viewed learning as being the higher priority in the process. Thus, getting good
grades and doing well on tests were secondary concerns, with the primary concern
being long-term learning. “I've learned since I've come back not to worry too much
about the grade. I mean I want to do well and I want to make a good grade, but I
realize I'm here for the long term [learning).” One interesting perspective was
offered by adult students who made a comparison between the classroom grading
environment as a safer environment than being evaluated at work: “Learning in
a classroom is alot less stressful than it is on the job. In the class, it’s okay to make
a mistake. At work, there’s always repercussions if you make a mistake.”

Learning as Influenced by Program Structure

The customized structure of the adult degree program at Allerton College sug-
gested a unique influence onlearning. The Allerton program structure featured an
accelerated 15-month program, a lockstep curriculum, cohort classes, and weekly
study group structures, practitioner faculty, and portfolio assessment for aca-
demically equivalent life experiences. The adult students at Allerton believed
these program structures had a major impact upon their learning.

Many adult studentsbelieved that the curriculum and program were specifically
designed for customized adult learning. “It is just so much more personable than
a regular classroom situation...I like the small classroom situation. I just feel like
I get so much more. Ifeellike I am really getting my money’s worth.” Many students
believed the program’s applied work orientation was more relevant and timely for
their learning. “That is what the whole program is based upon...is applied
principles. How do I apply this to what I am doing? How do I apply this to the
workforce? And everybody in my class is just very diverse...And so everybody
comes from a different place, but we are all able to take the same information and
apply it to what we are doing.” There were also comparisons with academic
programs at other institutions. “They discuss more timely issues and more
business-related issues than we would discuss at Bayville Community College
when I was in class with 19-year-olds.”

The nature of this accelerated program placed a specific expectation upon
faculty instructors. These adult students wanted instructors to be efficient and on-
task. “In this program, the facilitator needs to keep the class on target, because we
have so many hours we have to work in. We have so much to complete and I think
someone that is familiar with the program has worked much better, because they
are able to move faster and to get through it.”

For many students, there was a paradoxical tug in their involvement in learn-
ing at Allerton. They valued the speed of the courses because it meant a lesser
amount of time to complete the program, but the speed caused them great stress.
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The negative is in such a fast pace that a lot of times you don’t absorb as
much materials as you like...The slower pace, like Fremont University,
would be much better for retention....I just hate that I didn’t retain a lot
more of the information...I think it makes a difference to me personally that
I didn’t retain that information. It makes me think a little bit less of my
college degree, than it should...Because I didn’t have the time toretain that
information, I'm not as qualified in that area as I feel like I should be.

This paradoxical tug also affected their beliefs about faculty actions in reference
to the accelerated curriculum.

They [instructors] would [try to] follow the syllabus and try to cover the
whole book in five or six weeks; it’'s not possible. People who had been
professors in the accelerated program knew what the high points were and
they would always get the most important points out to you. They knew it
wasn't possible to cover a 300-page book in six weeks and do it efficiently,
that you weren’t going to retain all that information.

Thus, Allerton’s program structure impacted the beliefs and actions of both the
students and the faculty. It was evident that uniquely designed programs could
potentially influence the perceptions, actions, and beliefs of adults regarding their
involvement with learning and studying for course knowledge.

In examining the other five sites, no other clear themes of program structures
as they influenced adult learning were reported. The only collateral discussions
focused upon evening courses, more adult-oriented class environments, or other
forms of scheduling which provided ease of access and potentially increased the
numbers of adult learners within a particular class.

Summary of the Influence and Impacts of Classroom Knowledge and
Expert Knowledge Structures on Adult Learning

This section: examined five major influences and impacts of classroom knowledge
and expert knowledge structures on adult learning. The first major theme was
making meaning of knowledge and expert knowledge structures in the
learning process. There were two major perspectives of adult students’ beliefs
about making meaning of the course content knowledge: 1) Learning as making
meaning of specific expert academic knowledge stractures, and 2) Learning as
making meaningful connections in relationship to academic and real world
knowledge. The second major theme looked at learning as viewed through
actions of studying. In this theme, life experiences as a base for studying and
learning were discussed. When studying was framed as learning expert knowledge
structures, life experiences were viewed as irrelevant. There was a second group
of adults who viewed their life experiences as being integral to the studying
process. In addition, some adults also presented dual action perspectives of
learning and studying. One form of this dual perspective experience focused upon
conforming to class expectations and norms, “schooling expectations,” while also
creating and acting on one’s personal learning goals in a course. The second form
of dual perspective was unique to the accelerated and applied work-oriented
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academic program, with desire for broadly based learning, while also desiring fast-
paced, work-oriented learning. A third major theme considered studying and
iearning through out-of-class resources and persons. In this theme, the
resources and persons included: 1) Use of others as a primary study and learning
resources (family, friends, co-workers, supervisors, and fellow classmates, and
other visual and written resources), and 2) Use of self as a primary agent for study
and learning resources. Learning as influenced by grades and learning
evaluations was the fourth theme in this section. Grades and their relationship
to the knowledge base were discussed in relation to: 1) an external goal of
judgement, 2) reward and positive reinforcement, and 3) links to future success. In
addition, learning evaluation and testing activities had specific impacts and
influenced the actions of some adults regarding their beliefs of valuable knowledge.
Thefinal theme considered learning as influenced by program structure. For
adults in the Allerton adult degree program, the program structure was believed
to significantly influence their learning activities.

MEANING-MAKING CONNECTIONS BETWEEN
STUDENT LEARNING AND OTHER
ADULT LIFE ROLES

Adult learning is situated in the learner’s life context (Lave & Wenger, 1991).
Unlike younger adult students whose context is the college and the classroom,
adult learners are situated in work, family, and broader community roles. This
context forms part of the perceptual field which defines the meaning and substantive
acts in a learning event. This context also presents the relevancy and legitimacy
of the learning act for understanding, application, and long-term retention. This
context is part of the learner’s social construction of reality.

Recognizing the primacy of context, this study also pursued adult students’
descriptions and beliefs of learning connections, if any, between various life roles
and actions and academic learning experience. Throughout this research report,
various adult student themes and beliefs have been reported which suggested the
broad influence and interrelationships between life experiences, schooling experi-
ences, work experiences, and the adult involvement in a student role. It is evident
that the context of adult life directly and indirectly impacted adult involvement in
higher education and engagement in academic and life role learning.

This section explores the key themes of connections between adult under-
graduate engagement in academic classroom learning and other life roles and
adult actions beyond the collegiate setting. This section will present key themes
and actions regarding connections between collegiate academic learning and 1)
family roles, 2) current work roles, 3) broadly focused world citizen adult roles, and
4) adult student life biographies. '

Connection and Impact of Class Learning with Family Roles

There were four major subthemes by adult students who described a connection
between academic learning and their family roles. Although limited in perspec-

' 119
151



Chapter 3

tives, these adults did see the context of marriage and parental roles as they
illuminated academic content and the nature of the student role. These subthemes
focused upon 1) the relevancy of their family experiences to understand class
content, 2) the impact of their academic learning on their children, 3) their role as
educator of their children, and 4) the impact of academic learning in a new
understanding of self and family.

Relevancy of past experiences as a basis for understanding new class content
was a major theme. For example, several women students drew upon their past
experiences as mothers in relation to their studying of children’s development and
children’s learning strategies. As a volunteer aide with autistic children, another
adult student noted these invaluable experiences for her understanding of a
current class focused upon special needs children in education. The immediacy of
raising children graphically aided these students who were also engaged in
learning the academic concepts related to children and youth. In addition, a
number of married adult students, noted the impact of particular courses, more
often psychology and sociology, in their understanding of their spouse and chil-
dren. Several also noted modeling new communications or discipline strategies
based upon course work and readings from their classes.

The world of college learning had a significant influence on adult students’
viewpoints of their role as parents. A second major theme for these adults was the
broader impact of a college education for the adult student as parent. Many adult
students believed that their own efforts to become more educated influenced their
relationships with their family. As noted by one Charles College male student, “I'm
enthusiastic about it [going to school]. This has been a tremendous positive
experience for me and for my family...I think as you increase your knowledge you
have to become more...understanding, more open minded” [Charles]. This adult
student suggested that he saw himself acting differently towards his family and
creating different expectations for himself and his family. Many of these adult
students suggested that a college education was making a dramatic, qualitative
difference in their lives. “I feel like I take everything from my classes into my life.
I use the things I learn in my classes everyday. I use the learning to know about
myself, so that I can deal with my family on a better and higher level” [Elmwood].

Some adult students took on a parent-educator role by directly applying
academic learning from college to their children’s learning. Although not a pre-
dominant occurrence across adult students with families, many adult students saw
value in providing an understanding and sharing to their children of their college
student study role. Thus, to both help in supporting curiosity from some children
and to help children to gaininsight into the world of college, these adults creatively
shared and engaged their children in understanding their college work. By the
same token, these adults also actively worked with their children on elementary
or secondary study assignments, as they worked with their college course assign-
ments. For example, one adult student reported that her young children didn’t
understand the meaning of algebra and her involvement in a different kind of
mathematics. This adult student demonstrated to her elementary school-aged
children the X and Y coordinates and plotting of these coordinates while doing her
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algebra homework. She suggested that it helped her children see the visual nature
of algebra and its potential value and fun. Many adult parents reported a variety
of content and skill areas which they translated into elementary, secondary, and
even collegiate work for their children. One of these parents reported, “Like my
algebra class, I've taken a lot of things home to help my daughter with math and
homework” [Bayviile]. Many adult students felt gratified to know academic
information which could help their childrenlearn. They were proud tobe a valuable
teacher to their children. “I know more about biology and botany; and the children
come in and ask me questions and I can answer them” [Bayville]. In addition, some
parents believed that college studies improved the quality of life for them and their
children. As reported by one Bayville student,

It just amazed me [in anatomy] and in microbiology, it’s like when we are
growing things on these petri dishes....And just like this nutrition class. I
am just amazed at things that I didn’t know about my nutrition and my kids’
nutrition...It really amazed me to know the things thatI have done to myself
{through nutrition and] how that is going to affect my future.

This adult student believed her college work gave her a new understanding of the
importance of her actions in creating a better, more healthy life for her children.
Most poignant in these discussions, adult parents reported their beliefs about the
difference that college had made in their lives as parents. Many adult parents
suggested that one of the most important goals and outcomes for their college
education was being a role model to their children. They saw themselves demon-
strating the importance of education, as well as being able to be a better parent, a
more educated parent, .o their children. They believed that college would impact
their future by providing a greater financial support base for the welfare of their
family, but also by creating a different psychological and philosophical base for
them and their spouse and children.

For some adults, collegiate learning had created a place and time for reflection
and for new understandingsabout themselves and their families. These adults often
found that courses caused them to examine their lives in relation to a broader world
and to different philosophical perspec.ives. Some adults became aware of their
family values and of their own growing perspectives and beliefs which differed from
their family religious expectations. “I can see alot more of the religious background
and upbringing of my parents, when I took the western civ course...And I began to
see where my parents’ [background] with their religious values and upbringing—
(I discovered] we’re kind of from a Puritan type religion and ideals” [Bayville]. For
some adults it provided a more philosophical orientation to their lives.

And I have enjoyed those classes [philosophy, logic, psychology, and litera-
ture], because it has gotten me to think more again about what life is and
where we are going. I don’t mean me. Where we're going, where man is
going? What's the purpose? What's it all about?...being a homemaker,
raising the kids, being soinvolved with that, that you let that part of you go.
And] have enjoyed that part of my student learning. It has carried overinto
my own life now. [Delta]
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The collegiate learning experience had an impact upon adult students through
their relationships and actions with their families. It greatly advanced their beliefs
about encouraging and modeling education for their children and their spouses. In
addition, it provided a base for understanding and reflections about themselves
and their values as they related to their families and the broader world.

Connection and Impact of Academic Knowledge to Current Work Roles

The most prominent discussion of connections between the world of the college
classroom and adult life focused on work roles and relationships. There were five
key themes expressed by adults regarding the relationship of their work life
knowledge to academic classroom knowledge. These themes included: 1) work
experiences influence understanding and retention of academic knowledge, 2)
impact on academic learning in their current work, 3) impact of increased verbal
skills on job performance, 4) creation of joint work and class projects, and 5) work
experiences creating a different judgement base for academic content.

The context of work experiences significantly influenced adult student en-
gagement in cognitive learning activities. Many adult students drew upon past
work experiences to understand and to apply knowledge both within the classroom,
as well as at their work site. Certain adults noted specific areas of work life which
influenced their ability to understanding and retain academic content. Adults who
were from upper-division work were more likely to report viewing their work
connections as an important basis for making meaning of their course work. In
addition, a few adults coming from the lower-division settings of the university and
the community college also suggested the importance of work experiences for
academic content understandings. These students suggested examples of mean-
ingful connections from work life to illuminate academic content understandings,
such as the past work of carpentry with current engineering courses, issues of
abuse cases in a human services agency to current courses in child and family
relations, and involvement in a supervisory role with management courses. For
example, one Elmwood student who had been an electrician reported,

And having to make calculations, it was almost like second nature just like
right into play, that was my experience. I didn’t have to think about it. “Oh,
youmean thisis called solving for a variable. I've been doing that all my life.”
And I didn’t know that's what it was called. And yes, maybe I do achieve
better now than I did when I was a child because of my work experiences.
[Delta)

Often these adult workers would report that academic learniag provided them a
name or a label, as well as a conceptual understanding describing a past or current
work experience. Many adults found this ability to designate a formal label for a
work phenomenon and to more intricately investigate its dimensions and qualities
of significant importance. Many viewed the newly gained discourse to make a
difference in their own work lives, their value within the work setting, as well as
aiding them to relate to others and the work effort in differing ways. In addition,
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adult students reported that because of their class readings and lectures, they
viewed their work from a different perspective. Sometimes, these adult students
would become more critical and judgmental about a specific aspect of work life after
specific class topics and discussions. Other times, they would report a new
appreciation of the complexity and relatedness of work in relation to a more
conceptual understanding.

However, adult students’ real world knowledge of work also created specific
issues within the classroom when faculty focused upon analogous academic
knowledge of work. When adult students judged themselves to have more knowl-
edge expertize than the faculty member on the subject, these students noted
several decision issues. At these times, they either determined that it was
appropriate to share their expertise with the class, or determined that their input
was unwelcome or would threaten the faculty member. Thus, having more
knowledge was not necessarily a valued asset for these adult students. Further,
these adults found that their real world knowledge and expertise at times
conflicted with the academic knowledge of the content. Thus, the potential value
of context work experiences became a detriment in their memorizing academic
content knowledge for test retention. They found that they had to learn a different
world perspective which did not necessarily agree with their known and lived
experiences with the particular topic.

As a second theme, adult students believed that certain academic knowledge
experiences had impact on their current work environment. Engaging in academic
content learning in college did influence their work practices and environment.
These adults reported a wide variety of impacts, such as modifications of account-
ing practices, ability to write up abusiness plan, or working computer applications.
A student at Delta commented,

The new horizons that have opened for me and the knowledge that I have
acquired—beingable touse thatin the workplace, and seeing that knowledge
at work. So that just kind of adds fuel to the fire—that I've come this far and
Ihavesomuch farther to go. And then I can actually see some improvement—
as far as my thought process and the things that I accomplish at work.

A number of adult students reported how they applied academic knowledge to their
work site. In these applications, they attempted to understand the knowledge, as
well as apply it. Other adults noted that by applying academic knowledge to t heir
work setting, they came to understand the theoretical structures and interactions
of a knowledge concept. As one Fremont student noted the value of engineering
classes at his work, “What seems in theory just bizarre, that it would never work—
and you can go out to work and you can see it.” A nurse and adult student at
Fremontreported, “Thereare alot ofethical things that are coming up at work. And
I'm taking this class [medical ethics] to see how...it should be, how it is really out
in the field when you're using it.” Another student reported,

This accounting class that we just finished up recently, I was able to take
it back and apply practically everything that I learned to my job...And after
I finished that class, I said [to the boss], “I think I'm ready to give that [the
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departmental budget] a look.” He handed it over to me ard I never gave it
back. And I was able to handle it on my own from there on. [Allerton]

Some students noted that college work had strengthened their written and
verbal skills, which in turn also influenced their job performance. “Maybe one of the
best ones for help on the job was the communication skills I've learned here. I have
learned how to write for the first time, properly” [Charles]. Written and oral
communication skills were often valued as a way of providing greater access to
future promotions and more responsible management activities. In particular, a
number of adult students in the Allerton adult degree program noted a belief that
their past communication skills had held them back in their work life. They now
believed that newly gained skills created a better impact on other work colleagues
and supervisors. “I'm able to talk to people better. I probably listen to people more
than I used to. 've learned to be a better speaker. And I've learned to pay more
attention to what others say. And I try to learn from what they are saying all the
time.”

In discussions of various connections between academic learning and their
work experiences, a few students reported combining their work projects with their
class projects. One economics major who was a union negotiator noted,

We were on this committee [at work] that focused upon drug and alcohol
abuse. AndI was going to write an essay [for English class on the topic]. And
in doing 80, I did rather well in the class on the essay, and it gave me some
good solid background in how to deal with individuals who were using drugs
and/or alcohol. [Deltal]

Other adult students noted opportunities to apply certain class assignments which
directly met spzcificjob requirements. However, students suggested that they saw
more opportunities for combining achool and werk through research papers or
English essays. Other types of assignments often did not allow the adult student
to integrate work and school joint learning projects.

Some adults, particularlyin upper-division courses, suggested as a theme that
work experiences created a different judgement base for them. They found that they
sometimes rejected academic knowledge which was incongruent with their known
work application. In addition, they would reject course content, because they did
not find the course content applicable or reflective of their work realities. “[The
course text] it is fun to read, but you've got to take this line [in the course text] and
[judge}—that’ll work in the real world. But everything else just—you might as well
throw it away...I find that to be true in a lot of courses that I've taken.” Another
student discussed the difficulties of being in a work world environment and
handling a current course content which does not reflect the real world.

It's so hard after you've worked many hours, to be able to sit down and
concentrate on something like accounting, especially when you do it all day.
And your book has the unreal situations—when you've done real life
situations all day. You think, “This is garbage. How do you they [text
authors] get ahold of this unreal material?” [Charles]
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A number of adult students suggested that they created a mental compartmental-
ization in handling the incongruence between academic and working knowledge.
They often reported judging academic learning as hypothetical and ideal, while

judging work learning as more situational and embedded in the specific work
context.

Connection with Broader Life Perspectives and a World Citizen Role

Adult students noted limited involvements in lezdership or membership roles in
their community during their collegiate participation. College attendance basically
was exchanged for any involvements that they may have previously pursued as
citizens and community leaders. Thus, few adults reported direct impact of
collegiate learning upon community service roles. However, many noted that the
collegiate experiences changed them as individuals who acted in the broader
society. These themes focused upon the connectedness between their adult student
role and the broader life perspectives and world citizen role. Themes included: 1)
gaining broader understanding and awareness of self and others, 2) impacting
their adult leadership roles in the community, and 3) influencing their role as a
world citizen.

Many adulit students reported gaining broad understandings and awareness
of self and others from the diverse perspectives of courses. Many adult students
noted becoming more open to different kinds of peuple and ideas. For example, one
student suggested, “It has made me a more open-minded person. School has pretty
much mellowed me out. Made me slow down and look at things in different
perspectives.” In taking astronomy, one adult student reported this same delight
with a new awareness of life. “I am s0o much more awsre of what is up there and I
feel that way about being in school. I think it’s truly a way to enliven my brain—
not to learn more things; but to become more aware of things.” An Elmwood stu-
dent reported, “I think college has made me more open minded, but I still have my
own views. You know, before I was like Archie Bunker, but now I'm more open
minded ...just to get other people’s views and opinions...but I will listen to their
views now].” This broader awareness was also reflected in a keener sense of the
humanity of the world. As noted by a community college student,

All of the interaction I've had just because I'm in college...has taught me to
be more sensitive to people’s needs....And so college has made me more well-
rounded—{and] in being able to relate to pain that other people have...But
I realize that [with] every semester I find myself just feeling more in touch
with my world and the people in it. [Bayville]

Many adults believed that both the content learning and the experiences of
collegiate involvement had a positive impact upon their sense of self understand-
ing. “Having more of a broader span of understanding and relating, more confi-
dence, more aggressiveness. Schools brings all that about.” This impact directly
influenced how they saw themselves as part of the broader world and their
expectations to be part of that broader world community.

125
136



Chapter 3

1 didn’t understand the weather man on the news for along time until I took
geography. You know—Dbeing able to understand. I didn’t know what GNP
was and I hear about the national GNP of various nations. Now I know how
to calculate it. So I can relate to world news better...I'm a much better

person. 'm very pleased with myself, because of my coming back to school.
[Charles]

As part of this impact, many adults reported that they now looked at and
understood the newspaper and the TV reports from a different, more knowledge-
able perspective. This theme was more often reported by adults who were in the
community college setting and involved in introductory, lower-division courses.

When I took that course [introductory biology], I was amazed every time I
opened a newspaper and read things. I said, “Golly it just goes right along
with the course I'm taking. This is weird. This is strange.” And then I
noticed it with everything I did, and I thought you know, people don't even
know what they don’t know. Sad. Because you just read the paper and you
never see the stuff because it doesn’t mean anything to you. [Bayville]

Another student in a community college noted the relationship of history courses
to his newspaper reading.

Before I started college, our local newspaper that I've always subscribed to
and I've always reud—most of the time the only thing I ever had done was
work the crossword puzzles and read the comics. I wasn’t seeing anything
that was interesting to read and didn’t know how to relate it anyway—
especially if it was world news. History classes have changed that a lot for
me....The history classes I've taken have taught me to be more aware of the
activities going about us in the world. And so I can read a newspaper now,
and it makes sense to me....I could read it before. I could read all the werds
perfectly, but I didn’t know how to relate it. [Bayviile]

A few students noted the impact of college on their adult leadership roles in the
community. For example, several of the students took actions as adult citizens in
regards to the funding levels for public higher education. During the period of the
study, all of the research site public universities and community colleges had
experienced serious budget cuts. For example, one individual wrote a published
letter to the editor of the city newspaper presenting his perspective on the
significant work of faculty and the major problems of funding cuts for his
university. Another example by an Elmwood African-American community college
student focused on perhaps one of the most eloquent vignettes of classroom
learning in a community environment. He spoke to the influence of learning about
St. Augustine and other early philosophersin his college courses and its application
to his church instructional program.

We don’t preach about him in church, but when Ifound out who he was and
the contribution he made to the Christian church, it was astounding. And
to be able to go back to church and to facilitate and use what I've learned in
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the classroom...it was exciting. I mean it was something they had never
heard, whois this St. Augustine and who is this Eramus person, whois this
Martin Luther fellow you're talking about? And I was able to use that in
church...and so it was a very positive experience.

Several adult students believed that their collegiate course work had direct
impact upon their future role as a world citizen. “The majority of what Ilearn I do
not use on my job. [But] as far as using it in life, in general, yes...You use it very
extensively when you go into a voting booth to decide which levers you’re going to
pull” [Delta]. An adult degree student at Charles College reported, “I am more
interested in my community now than I was...I didn’t feel like I was adequate. And
now I feel like that maybe I am. I feel like that I could contribute a lot, whereas
before I didn't feel that way. So it’s helped me, I've gained a lot of self-confidence.”
Many of these adults felt that their new knowledgeable of self and world enabled
them to take action and be more responsible for their world.

Connection of Learning with Adult Student Life Biographies

Many adult students reported specific global connections of their past life biogra-
phies with their current role as a college student. Adults spoke directed to this
linkage and relationship in the themes of: 1) creating greater understanding and
valuing of general education courses, 2) building upon common sense understandings
in past knowledge towards more refined, complex, and holistic understandings,
and 3) making connections between life experiences and their current student role.

Adult students believed that their own life histories provided the grounding
for greater understanding and valuing of general education courses, such as his-
tory, geography, English, meteorology, political science, and economics. A number
of individuals suggested the valued impact of prior traveling, of living in different
countries or in other regions of the United States, of interacting with different
cultures, and, for a few, of serving in the military. Fer some individuals, these past
experiences also translated into connections and understandings as expressed in
the earlier key themes for work, family, and world citizen roles. These learning
connections with their life biographies often reflected mar:y of the sage expecta-
tions of a liberal arts education, such as becoming more open-minded, more well-
read, more knowledgeable about other cultures and values. For many of these
students, college had changed the nature and quality of engagement in life
activities by creating a more broadly focused and sophisticated understanding. As
suggested by an Elmwood student,

I'm even going to plays now and things, and they’re interesting. I've always
loved comedy. And now comedians are even making jokes on levels—that if
you haven’t been to college it’s totally over your head. You'll miss the true
meaning of the joke. And a lot of these things I didn’t realize, until after I'd
had philosophy and sociology and anthropology.

Adult students also reported background experiences which added dimension
to academic and personal understanding. Many adults found that they had gained
a common sense knowledge from past experiences, which was translated through
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college to a more refined, complex, and holistic understanding. As part of this dif-
ferentiation and sharpening process, many adult students gained a more differ-
entiated perspective of prior common sense understandings of past experiences.
Many students saw both the direct relationship between English and psychology
courses and their past lives, as well asnew reflective meanings between theseideas
and their lived experiences. Adult students were able to draw upon their past lives
to write about experiences in English papers or to relate to psychological or
sociological principles. For example, an adult student commented, “I think life
experiences do contribute a whole lot to your understanding and your education.
Alot of the science courses that I'm having now—I find that having been exposed
to the concept or exposed to certain areas I am [now] able to apply it, or thatit seems
to congeal better or crystalize better.”

Some adult students saw past life experiences as key learning skills which -
helped them in their current student role.

Certain skills that you learn—your life experiences, techniques that are
required to problem solve in a vourse. You just take things that you learn in
your daily life experiences—what it takes for you to do these things and you
just apply them to your classes. There are certain steps required for you to,
you know, to get from step A to step C that are from life’s experiences—just
like changing a Pamper. [Elmwood]

Many people believed they were better students because they could problem-solve
and could allocate their attention and resources in effectively respond to student
commitments.

In addition, a number of adult students suggested that their college experi-
ences created a repertoire of skills, knowledge, and attitudes which would serve
them through their lives as lifelong learners. An adult degree program student at
Charles College noted, “I think one of the things it’s done is woken up my mind
again. ] think faster, I read faster, I ask more questions...And I can’t wait to be a
senior [citizen] when you can go [to college] for free forever.”

Summary of Meaning-Making Connections between the Student
Learning and Other Adult Life Roles

Adult students reported utilizing their past life biographies, as well as current
roles of family, work, and community/world citizen to influence their understand-
ing and meaning of academic content. There were significant variations with adult
studentsin the applicability, utility and valuing of other life experiencesin relation
to learning and understanding academic knowledge. However, adult students
often found their maturity of past and current life involvements to aid them in
making meaning of academic concepts and knowledge structures. Thus, adult life
experiences for these students were often assets in their role as student learner.

SUMMARY OF CHAPTER FINDINGS

This chapter explored adult student beliefs about learning in the collegiate
classroom, key influences of academic learning, and the impact of being an adult
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student in making meaningful connections between academic knowledge and
other adult role involvements. These adult students presented differing beliefs and
actions in their perceptions of the classroom and a quality collegiate learning
experience, as well as their beliefs of how faculty, class structure, and younger and
older students influenced their learning. They also noted diversity of beliefs about
the influence of their actions of learning and studying and the influence of grades
on their involvement in learning. Interwoven within these beliefs and actions of
academic learning, it was also evident that adult roles and life experiences as
family member, worker, community leader, and world citizen had meaningful
influence.

The chart of Categories, Themes, Beliefs and Actions in the Classroom
Learning Experience by Adult Undergraduates was developed to delineate
the key categories and themes for the three groupings of adult students: 1) Lower-
division students in Community Colleges, 2) Upper-division and lower-division
students in Public Universities and the Adult Degree Programin a Private Liberal
Arts College—Charles College, and 3) Upper-division students in a uniquely
structured Adult Degree Program in a Private Liberal Arts College— Allerton
College.

In reviewing the findings, it was evident that in selective ways adult students
differed in beliefs about influences of classroom experiences, either by academic
standing (lower-division versus upper-division standing), by new entry/reentry
versus continued involvement, or by institutional setting context. Thus, the
variations of beliefs and actions in these adult students suggested differences
according to past experiences in academic settings, by entry/reentry status, by
academic experiences of lower- or upper-division classses, and by life role experi-
ences. In particular, work roles and previous collegiate enrollment experiences
suggested potentimpacts upon current adult student involvement. In addition, the
diverse perspectives and meanings presented by adult students supported further
study regarding students’ epistemology of knowledge and cognitive beliefs about
learning and knowing. Unlike earlier studies, these findings illuminate that there
are no simple organizational or behavior actions which successfully influence
learning for all adults. However, these findings also created additional suppert to
a number of principles and assumptions regarding adult learning. It was evident
that adult students judged the college experience within the classroom and in
relation to the faculty instructor. They placed key importance squarely within the
classroom relationship and the related influence of academic knowledge and the
instructor. Further, they had specific beliefs about particular aspects of the
socialized structures and forms of college classrooms, such as class organization,
structure, dynamics, and membership. They also noted specific influences upon
their learning as they chose to seek either maximized retention of new academic
expert knowledge structures, or of creating meaningful connections between
academic knowledge and their cognitive background and current life involve-
ments. These findings suggest that adult students were actively engaged in
creating their sense ofalearning environment and their expectations for standards
of learning in the collegiate classroom.
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DISCUSSION OF THE ADULT CONSTRUCTION
OF BELIEFS IN STUDENT ROLE

Adult beliefs about the college student role; the negotiated meanings about self,
student and adult roles; and the related actions oflearning with both academic and
real world knowledge are the reality of adult undergraduate education. These
beliefs, meanings, and actions deeply influence adult students’ perceptions of the
college environment and the nature of participation. Thesebeliefs have a significant
influence on how adult students judge themselves and others, as well as how they
judge their actions of learning in the collegiate environment.

In listening to the voices of adult students who were on different life journeys
and at different places in their collegiate pursuits, the listener is caught up in the
dedication, the conflict, the concern, and the excitement of their undergraduate
involvement. Clearly, these adults are seeking a different life and are engaged in
different kinds of thinking and learning. These adults are engaged in academic
learning both designed by the academic environment and the faculty, as well as
designed through the socially constructed world of the learner. Learning for these
adults is extremely focused upon external indicators within the judging classroom,
as well as embedded in a more self-oriented personal and philosophical inquiry,
understanding, and application related to other worlds. The acts of student life and
acts of learner life are in limited ways the outward behaviors of a student in a
classroom or the presence of anindividual on a college campus. Beyond the external
behavior of student on the campus, these adults presented a very rich tapestry of
thinking, actions, and connections with their broader world of adult life. These
adults spoke to a student life that was clearly an interior experience, influenced by
many collegiate figures and events, as well as connectedness ‘7 family, work, and
broader world figures and events.

Key areas of adult as student present commonality and diversity of themes.
These areas include the following sections:

Entry and Socialization Process

Adults entered or reentered the student learner role with specific beliefs that
influenced their actions in the collegiate setting. They acted from both private
belief spheres oi self-knowledge and from public spheres of socialized constructed
beliefs about student, collegiate setting, and societal judgement. Their past
experiences with collegiate involvement and their current participation in a
particular college environment appeared to frame the construction and socially
negotiated beliefs about the nature of collegiate learning. Their unique life
biography and current life journey of successful and unsuccessful life involvements
in marriage, family, work, and broader life actions also shaped their beliefs and
actions as they entered and became socialized into the student role.

Unlike previous discussions of young adult collegiate entry and socialization,
adult students represented not only a different group, but a variety of differing
groupings of constructed beliefs and actions. Adult students were a diversity of
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voices. Just as in a symphony, they each offered a special set of strengths and
complexities which added to the eloquence of a college and of a community. Yet
theseindividuals were different in fundamental ways. They appeared to outwardly
be congruent to role behaviors of young students; yet inwardly they were truly
unique in belief and action. Colleges, faculty, and staff who attempt to define adult
students with single themes do an injustice to this group. Thus, current beliefs
about entry services of orientation, sccialization, and support systems only deal
with beliefs by college faculty and staff concerning the nature of the adult student
and will serve a subset of adults. Further, most of past stated beliefs regarding the
nature of adult undergraduates as reported in the literature are flawed. These
discussions usually focus on aiding the adult student who “enters for the first time”
into the collegiate setting. As was evident from these discussions, the more
significant representation of adult students were college students who were
returning, transferring, and re-entering. Curiously, little literature in higher
education and adult education speaks to ways to better aid entry and socialization
ofthese categories of individuals. Yet, in this world of lifelonglearning, this cyclical
reentry and continuing involvement will become more normative in the future.

From this study, it was evident that past backgrounds of adult students
accentuated their adaptation or lack of adjustment into the collegiate environ-
ment. First-time entry adults strongly desired to become members of the academic
community and to prove to others, as well as themselves, that they could be
successful as students. Many looked to outward signs of first classroom contacts
and first tests as important statements of becoming acceptable in this academic
world. As part of this proving game, many adults also acted on a strategy of
establishing limited, incremental goals. These adults entered with anxiety about
fitting in and being accepted. Their commitment to college enrollment was viewed
as a personal test of their abilities and worth. To not complete the comrnitment or
tonot do well in the commitment was tofail themselves and perhaps others (family,
spouse, or parents).

Most adults in the study were reentry students who focused upon adaptation
to a different academic environment. In these situations, they were more confident
about themselves as students, yet also were very observant to act and produce in
acceptable ways for the particular classroom culture. They were also in a judging
posture—both conducting comparative assessments between theinselves and
others, as well as between current and past institutions. Across the spectrum of
adult students, there was variability in frames of judgements, beliefs of life
efficacy, and learner actions. .

In these entry and reentry actions, it was evident that the particular place,
status, and context of the adult student did relate to their unique beliefs and
perspectives of themselves and their student involvement. In these actions to
either become an accepted member of the academic community or adapt to a new
collegiate environment, these adults noted several supports for entry or reentry.
Most viewed faculty, select staff, and themselves as aiding in the entry process.
Although some students pointed also to specific institutional supports, most saw
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the key support coming from faculty and significant others in their lives. They did
acknowledge the importance of special admissions policies, special scheduling or
academic formats for adults, as well as special academic programs. However, they
believed that primary support was focused upon the personal interactions—of
faculty, select staff, and significant others in this journey.

Socialization for adults focused upon three areas: stairstepping from prior
experiences to current student role, resolving uneven knowledge and skills, and
learning how to learn and study. Socialization was influenced in four differing
action beliefs by adult students as they projected future success linked to their life
biographies and actions in their new adult student roles. These adults drew upon
their own past success as adults, as successful adult workers, as adult students, or
in a belief in the process of work ethic for future student success. As part of the
socialization process, new entry and reentry adults often faced concerns with
uneven knowledge and skill background for current demands and expectations of
college work. Community college adults predominantly valued developmental
studies programs, while those adults in four-year schools noted a variety of other
strategies to develop needed background to meet current course demands. Lastly,
adults suggested a variety of strategies in their learning-how-to-learn activities as
part of the socialization process. These four key strategies were expressed by
different adult groupings and included: creating activities and organizers that
would maximize the retention of content knowledge, perceiving learning through
faculty organization and directionin the course, believing application of classroom
knowledge related directly to their own world of actions, and, lastly, valuing the
application of knowledge in the world but moving beyond concrete application to
focus upon deeply embedded conceptual meanings.

There were a numbex of key influencers of entering and participating in the
student role. Many adult students who were first-time entry spoke to the paradox
of being an older student, not fitting the norms of a societal expectation for college
attendance in the young adult years. Eventually these adults found an acceptance
and the absence of assumed judgement of their actions as adults in a young adult
environment. In addition, many students noted both positive and negative influ-
ences of aging upon their learning. Those who had been first-time entrants or re-
entrants with a significant gap in enrollment more often felt an age-related
deterioration in their memories, while those who were recent reentry and continu-
ing students felt that aging had positive impacts upon their learning.

In this initial entry and socialization process, adult students observed the
differential influence of instructional and learning strategies between select
academic disciplines. These differences most often raised issues with instruction
in sciences, mathematics, and engineering and perceived faculty detachment and
disinterest in aiding students to connect with the learning in these hard sciences.
In addition, adults also raised questions about their abilities to engage in math-
ematics and sciences after a significant break in schooling.

Because of significant experiences in their adult lives, these adults also
engaged in learning, thinking, and acting on knowledge connected to their other
life roles. These students voiced a variety of relationships and value positions in

132

143



Beliefs about Learning in the Classroom and its Relationship to Other Life Roles

understanding their adult life world of real, lived, and practical knowledge, in
relation to their student life world focused on academic knowledge. Adult students
suggested five varied perspectives about perceived influences of real world knowl-
edge as they engaged in student learning-how-to-learn in academic knowledge.
One group believed that they had to endure lower-division courses as necessary
and foundational academic knowledge, to participate in future relevant, helpful,
and practical knowledge in upper-division courses. These students focused upon
memorization and recall, assuming that later academic knowledge in which they
would be engaged would be more relevant and meaningful learning. A second
subgroup considered learning as a reinforcement, a further illumination of their
past knowledge, or an authentication of their expertise. These individuals contin-
ued to hold this belief of real knowledge as the dominant and valued form of
knowledge in their lives. The third subgroup was suggested by students who
entered classes with a critical and judgmental evaluation of academic content.
They elected to learn academic content when it was relevant and applicable to real
world actions. The fourth group valued both academic and real world knowledge,
but they came at academic knowledge from its embeddedness of real world
knowing. Thus, they gained further understanding in their real world actions from
the frame of knowledge, theory, and constructs of academic knowledge. The final
subgroup represented adult students who desired to become part of this academic
world and viewed their full immersion in the academic knowledge base as an
important part ofthat effort. They attempted to make active bridges of understanding
and meaning between academic and real world knowledge.

As suggested by a number of post-Piagetian theorists, these students repre-
sented a series of positions regarding a dichotomized world view of academic and
real world knowledge, learning, and the dominant concern for meaning making.
However, unlike previous discussions through post-Piagetian studies, this group
of adults both engaged in these cognitive and life developments through the
classroom, but equally important, they engaged in these cognitive developments
through their lives of family, work, and community involvement.

Beliefs about Learning in the Classroom and Adult Life

The center stage of these adult students was the classroom, with only
peripheral interest and concern for the broader university culture. Thus, the direct
involvement in the classroom became the setting for creating and negotiating
meanings for learning, for being students, and for defining the collegiate experi-
ence. The power of the classroom experience has been somewhat understood in
prior literature on college student development and on teaching and learning in
higher education. However, for these adults, there is a sharpened focus on this
dynamic of classroom engagement as the base for learning and for defining of
actions integrated with learning.

As these adult students spoke to their lives as students and their perceived
values of faculty, students and classrooms, there were clear socially constituted
terms and definers that represented socialized academic: beliefs. Not unlike other
students, they reported similar beliefs, as younger students concerning quality
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teaching, quality classroom experiences, and quality instructors. Beyond the more
sociallyidentified boundaries ofthe ciassroom, the adult student further suggested
thatthey came to the classroom as both an “observer” as well as a participant. They
suggested that they came being a “foreigner” with a set of experiences and beliefs
different from the younger college student culture. Thus, they conformed and acted
in socialized constructed ways appropriate to a college student in the classroom.
Yet, they also saw themselves apart from the younger college population, and
somewhat also apart from other adult college students. For these adult students,
their sense of worth and meaning was strongly embedded within the judgements
and actions of the faculty instructor. They judged themselves within their class-
room experience; the facvlty member’s judgement was powerful in their beliefs,
actions, and self-definitic .s. Further, they understood themselves as attempting
to conform to the perceive i norm of the classroom, “the norm of the college student
role—as defined by the ideal younger adult student.” They also saw themselves as
renegotiating their sense of themselves as adult students—as defined by worker,
parent, reentry or new entry student status, and as an individual seeking a college
degree in their middle or later years of life in contrast to sociétal expectations. For
most, these renegotiated meanings were unsaid, silent thoughts in an alien world
of youth. Thus, these adults were very outwardly self-sufficient and inwardly
creating a self-made path towards a college education. As adults, they came with
a more detached and complex understanding of themselves, of institutional
policies and workings, and of key actors (such as faculty) who were personalities
and individuals as well as roles. This differentiation of perspectives about them-
selves and others created a set of actions which provided adaptation, as well as self-
initiation, beyond the boundaries of student role and college experience.

Adult students valued a well-desigued course, knowledgeable and committed
instructors, supportive classroom relationships, and a class size which provided
personal interactions with faculty. They also held a higher standard reflecting
faculty enthusiasm, motivating active learning interactions, skillful instruction,
collegiality, and a respect and helpfulness to adult students. They believed
effective learning came through active class involvement, a supportive commu-
nity-based classroom environment, and a meaningful in-class faculty-connected
relationship.

For these adult students, their sense of worth and meaning was strongly
embedded within the judgements and actions of the faculty instructor. They
suggested four differing types of relationships between aduit stidents and faculty
from a belief of god-like qualities of a faculty member; faculty as accessible experts;
faculty in a quasi-peer relationship with adult students; and a true partnership
between equals between faculty and adult students. They also noted their belief
that the better faculty valued adult students and their work/life experiences, held
higher expectations for adults, and had an understanding and made allowances for
the conflicts and stresses of adult life.

Adult students had specific beliefs about the classroom environment. They
believed in active involvement through committed attentive presence in the
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classroom and an active cognitive interaction with courseideas. Formany, it meant
active involvement in discussions, for others it meant purposeful listening with
only select verbal comments of discussion. Most adults valued faculty who pur-
posefully created class participation and used other varied teaching/learning
strategies. They valued a supportive class environment which included a self-
defined comfort zone, a sense of community, and a support for their rituals and
routines which supported their learning. Most adults believed they valued a
relationship with faculty which was created in the classroom and represented a
connectedness between faculty and adult students. This connected relationship
was created through their respect towards faculty, their commitment to academic
work, and through faculty helpfulness towards adult students.

Differences between beliefs and experiences of age-integrated versus age-
segregated classrooms were evident in these adult students. For those who
experienced age-integrated learning, they valued younger adults and their contri-
butions, as well as reporting distress with younger students who were uncommit-
ted, disrespectful, and unfocused on college goals. Within the age-integrated
environment, adults suggested that adult students were more often competitive
and achievement-oriented in relation to younger students. These adults valued the
variety of ages, viewpoints, and experiences in an age-integrated learning experi-
ence. On the other hand, adults in the age-segregated classrooms valued the all-
adult classroom experience, particularly noted the valued contributions of adult
workers’ experiences and opinions related to the class material and their own
current work roles.

The learning process for adult students was described in a variety of perspec-
tives. Adult students suggested twodiffering perspectives on cognitive and classroom
structures in learning. One group believed in learning of expert knowledge
structures which guided their actions of classroom and study involvement. They
defined their task as memorizing and recalling this expert knowledge. Another
group viewed learning as making meaningful connections and thus drawing a
broadercircle of actions of classroom, adult life roles, and study/learninginvolvement.
Most adults valued their life experiences in learning, but noted differing usages of
those life experiences based upon these two perspectives of cognitive and classroom
structures oflearning. In addition to their inclusion or exclusion of life experiences
in their learning process, adult students also reported a dual action perspective
about learning and studying for the student role and for the adult learner role. In
the first action perspective, adults conformed to the norms and expectations for a
good college student and studied focused solely upon academic knowledge and
classroom requirements. In the second action perspective, adult students focused
their learning on personal interests and linked their past interests with current
academic knowledge. For some students, these two perspectives were congruent in

their acts as adult studentlearners; for other adults, these two were discrepantand -

conflictual. These adultscreated compartmentalization, a dichotomization, between
the two kinds of learning and did not see the possibilities that learning could
transcend context or initial intent of course goal or personal goal in learning. These
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actions were both constructed through adult beliefs of the college learning expe-
rience, as well as influenced by faculty lead engagements in classroom learning.

The adult students’ past adult lives, educational experiences, and other adult
roles significantly influenced their current involvement in college. It was evident
that the college experience was different based upon both their own particular
backgrounds as workers, family leaders, and world citizens, as well as their own
internal cognitive and self development. Thus, as they spoke to learning and their
related actions in the classroom experiences, they suggested differentiated and
complex ways they judged knowledge, sources of knowledge, and efficacy of
knowledge. Their current involvement in work, family, and other life roles did
create important grounding and relevancy to their involvement in the classroom
learning process. This learning also was viewed as knowledge and skill to improve
their own families, work environments, communities, and the broader society.
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Chapter 4

Adult Undergraduate Perspectives
on Student Involvement

INTRODUCTION

Colleges and universities can make a difference in student lives. As suggested by
Astin in his theory of involvement,

True excellence lies in the institution’s ability to affect its students and
faculty favorably, to enhance their intellectual and scholarly development,
and tomake a positive difference in theirlives. The most excellentinstitutions
are, in this view, those that have the greatest impact—'add the most value,’
as economists would say~—on the student’s knowledge and personal de-
velopment. (1985, pp. 60-61)

This view of excellence has predominantly focused upon “student involvement”
in the institutional context, linked to the amount of on-campus physical presence
and direct participation within the college community. It also has focused upon on-
campus activities—curricular, co-curricular, and extracurricular—as they engage
student involvement. For example, Boyer (1987, p. 180) suggested “the effective-
ness of the undergraduate experience relates to the quality of campus life and is
directly linked to the time students spend on campus and the quality of their
involvement in activities.”

This research study was also concerned about the relationship between adult
undergraduate involvement and collegiate experiences and its possible impact
upon students. However, these past beliefs regarding the nature of student
involvement had created an untenable platform to consider adult undergraduates.
By the very nature of adult life acted in the community, of multiple adult
responsibilities outside of academe, and of significant past participation in school-
ing and learning experiences, these beliefs of undergraduate involvement charac-
terized a perspective solely of the younger undergraduate student.:

Why target a student’s time and physical presence in relation to the concept
of student involvement and educatiornal gains? Why assume that the physical
involvement in extracurricular activities on a college campus was a major deter-
minant for student academic learning? Many higher educators had believed that
the more campus-centered the life of an undergraduate, the more the student
would gain from the college experience. These beliefs and assumptions represented
a value hierarchy. The most preferred student was enrolled in full-time studies,
had major leadership commitments related to the student role and was totally
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immersed in the collegiate environment. In this value hierarchy, part-time stu-
dents and students who did not live on-campus or participate in extracurricular
activities were less valued students and perceived to be impacted by the college in
more limited ways.

This belief also reflected early theories of student development based upon
anthropological notions of culture and change in life status (Sanford, 1962), as well
as Van Gennep's “rite of passage” (Tinto, 1987). Thus, student involvement
reflected a belief and preference for a high school graduate who moved from the
biological family environment to the collegiate environment as a rite of passage
into adultlife. The collegiate environment became the cultural environment which
socialized students to collegiate values, behaviors, and attitudes. From this way of
thinking, there was a preference for total immersion into collegiate academic life
and a belief that collegiate experiences were interwoven with movement from the
dependency of youth to adult independence. These beliefs suggested that there
should be no other major life responsibilities to “interfere” with the collegiate
student/learner role and the developmental journey towards independent adult-
hood. In fact, most studies of undergraduate life assumed that the collegiate
campus was the implicit parameter for a developmental “holding environment”
for the undergraduate. Academic learning was viewed as the key task of under-
graduate aduit life, interwoven with young adult developmental tasks.

Adult undergraduate students represent an alternative perspective to these
beliefs. Their presence on campus and their active pursuits of undergraduate
studies challenge these broad assumptions. Adult students are diverse, representing
more often part-time learners residing off-campus, who often work in full-time
jobs, who supervise family households and raise children, who are engaged in
citizen leadership roles in their communities, and who are committed to extremely
complex adult lives (Kasworm, 1990a). If the quality of undergraduate education
is directly related to “time and place” in the physical world of the campus and to a
total life focus upon undergraduate work, adult students might well beinadequate
for undergraduate studentlife. Yet the research on adult undergraduates suggests
that adult students do have an equal, if not better, academic footing in the
undergraduate world and have excelled in academic pursuits, alongside their
younger peers. Past research has demonstirated that adult students are comparable,
if not higher academic achievers, than younger undergraduates (Kasworm, 1980).
Further, in select institutional studies (Kasworm, Pike, & Blinn, 1991), adult
students in comparison to younger students have reported greater satisfaction
with undergraduate academic life, as well as more positive interactions with
faculty. If adult undergraduate educational outcomes could not be significantly
influenced through on-campusinvolvement through full-time studies and collegiate
extracurricular participation, what would be the key involvement influencers of
educational outcomes?

Thus, this study re-investigated the concept of involvement and the adult
student’s perceptions of relationship with a collegiate institution. This study
gathered adult students’ images and beliefs about the nature of their collegiate
institution and their experiences of involvement in three types of institutions—
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public community colleges, public universities, and adult degree programs in
private liberal arts colleges. This adult student involvement focused upon their
rationale for selection and their valued connections with the institution, their
projected beliefs about the nature of quality academic experiences, as well as their
lived experiences of participation and involvement in the institution and the
classroom.

As will be discussed in this chapter, the key beliefs of meaningful involvement
for adult undergraduates focused upon the classroom experience, upon personal
connectedness with the faculty, and upon the adult’s academic learning journey.
Unlike previous literature, most adult students were not concerned or involved
with the young adult macrocosm cf the college or university. The adult student’s
key goal was to learn, to become a competent and knowledgeable specialist, and to
gain a college credential. However, in each institutional setting, adult students
reported differing themes of involvement.

INVOLVEMENT FROM AN ADULT
UNDERGRADUATE’S PERSPECTIVE

What was the nature of involvement for these adult undergraduates? Across the
six institutional sites, five major categories influencing adult student involvement
emerged:

1) involvement influenced by the adult value selection of institution

and academic program;

2) involvement as an expression for a quality college education;

3) involvement focused on academic learning through the classroom;

4) involvement based in the adult learner support environment; and

5) involvement based on financial access.

As an overview, the following table presents each category, noting key themes
within each category for adult undergraduates in community colleges, public
universities and adult degree programs in private liberal arts colleges. Each key
category with related institutional themes and additional unique supporting
subthemesfrom eachinstitution .l setting (noted byitalics) willbe discussed in this
chapter. Because of the diversity of theinstitutional sites and adult undergraduate
students, each of these category themes, institutional themes, and supporting
subthemes presented a particular perceptual lense used by these adults in making
meaning of theirinvolvement and actionin a collegiate context. These concepts and
beliefs of involvement reflected adult frameworks of judgement and experience as
they pursued intellectual development and the ways in which they experienced the
institution and the related impacts upon their lives.

Involvement Influenced by Adult Value Selection of
Institution and Academic Program

Adult student involvement was grounded in a dialectic between the perceived
environment of the institution and the initial projected impact of that collegiate
environment upon the student. These adult undergraduates in the study had
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specific beliefs and expectations about their involvement in a collegiate instituticn
that affected their selection. These beliefs about involvement were shaped by
perceptions of the institution and the academic program, as well as institutional
factors influencing their entry selection. In addition, these beliefs were based upon
comparative judgements from either prior experiences with other institutions or
experiences with the same institution in their earlier adult years.

TABLE 3
Categories and Themes of Involvement by Adult Undergraduates
Key Categories Community College Public University Adult Degree
of Involvement Themes of Themes of Program in a
Involvement Involvement Private Liberal Arts
College Themes
of Involvement
Value Selection Academic Importance and Customized adult
of Program and opportunity to complexity of a academic program
Institution succeed university
Desiring a Quality| Current personal Quality linked to Reputation of college
College Education | support and success prestige and & support of adult
& future success in academic demands academic
4-year college requirements
Quality of Class Learning focused Learning focused Learning focused
Academic on becorning on expertise upon adult
Learning competent in sharing and learners and
academic meaning their world
knowledge development
Adult Learner Particular attention Adapting to fit into Programs designed
Support and support for the university in for adult life
Environment adults relation to adult support
learner contexts environments
Key Financial Financial access Financial access Financial access
Access Concern and high personal and high personal for others and
costs costs personal financial
costs

Background Beliefs about Context of Institution

Adults who selected the community college valued it because it was psychologically
comfortable and geographically closer to their current work and family environ-
ment. Some students spoke of a “stairstep” academic progression from community
college to four-year institution. They purposefully selected a community college
because it was more accessible, less expensive, less intimidating, more supportive,
and a little bit less demanding. They also valued the community college because
they believed it offered help for students who needed special academic attention.
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Once these adults succeeded at a community college, they believed that they would
survive and do well in their junior/senior years at a public university. Many valued
the open access of the community college because they had dropped out of high
school and gotten a GED, or because they had past academic difficulties. Others
valued the community college as accepting them for what they were and helping
them to be what they wanted to become. They believed that the major mission of
the college was to be supportive of all students.

Adult undergraduates at the public university were usually more self-confi-
dent about their abilities to persist and to succeed at the university than were
community college students. They chose the public university because they
believed they should participate in an institution with greater prestige and
reputation. They also wanted to participate in an academic environment which
provided challenging, quality learning experiences, and one that offered a variety
of specialized degrees. Since they viewed their involvement as sacrificing part of
their lives for the degree pursuits, they wanted a degree that mattered. In making
this choice, they often experienced a more difficult entry process. They were often
faced with “fitting into” a dominant youth-culture and of meeting more demanding
academic challenges in the classroom. They often reported that admissions and
initial registration were more difficult and complicated for adult learners. These
students met many demands for adaptation to the institutional structures. For
example, some students pursued day-time only degree programs while also
maintaining full-time work. Some students chose a degree program solely on the
basis of its night-time availability, rather than attempt to pursue their preferred
academic interests. They believed they could not modify their work environment
to access day-time only courses. A few adults relocated to a particular region of the
country and state solely on the basis of being able to access a particular curriculum
and public institution. _

Adult selection of an adult degree program at a private liberal arts college was
associated with a more variable choice process. Adults were clearly drawn towards
the tangible institutional commitment and the concept of an adult-oriented degree
program. They valued the college’s awareness and support for the adult and
particularly the institutional support systems which expressly acknowledged that
adult students had full-time jobs and significant family responsibilities. They
viewed this environment as extremely supportive, helpful, and personalized. The
majority also recognized that their access to a customized program was based on
the availability of employer tuition reimbursement programs. Thus, they alsc saw
a greater commitment by their company in their participation in an adult degree
program. Some adults specifically chose the institution because of the degree
program format. In the case of Allerton, which offered an accelerated degree
program in a 15-month format, this design was a key attractor. These adults did
not want to go through eight or more years of part-time involvement when they
could get a degree in 15 months. The related use of portfolio assessment and the
applied organizational management major also made involvement more relevant.
For those who selected the adult college of a liberal arts institution (Charles
College), other key attractors were academic reputation and commitment to a
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liberal arts orientation (even though they were pursuing abusiness-related degree
major). They believed that a quality undergraduate degree was a liberal arts
degree.

Unlike younger students, adultsinvolved at all three types of institutions were
usually place-bound by their adult life circumstances. Although these interviewed
adults could potentially choose among a community college, a public university,
and an adult degree program in a private liberal arts college, most had only
considered their current institution. Few of the interviewed adults actively
considered alternative colleges. Their choice of a college was often influenced by co-
workers, family, friends who were participating or had participated in college, and
occasionally other friends without a college background. In addition, many of the
adults were influenced in their selection by past educational and academic
experiences. For some adults, those past experiences were positive and therefore
reinforced continuation in a similar type of institution. For others, past experiences
with higher education had been negative. (These negative reports most often
involved public universities.) A few students attempted to enroll in a public
university but found that either their academic record or the attitude of college
officials and admissions procedures made entry untenable. These past or current
negative experiences created a stronger desire to look at the alternatives, usually
the adult degree program at the private liberal arts college. It was evident that the
adult perceptions of the nature of a particular institution and past experiences of
enrollment influenced their selection and involvement.

Each of the adult student groups noted a key theme which distinguished their
choice of a particular institution. In describing student involvement, these themes
present differing images of the quality and kind of student involvement at that
institutional setting. For the community college, the theme was often the valuing
of the academic opportunity to succeed. For the public university, the theme was
valuing the importance and the complexity of a university environment. And for
the adult degree programin a private liberal arts college, there was a strong theme
of valuing a customized academic program designed for adults.

Valuing the Academic Opportunity to Succeed

Adult students in a community college believed that this collegiate environment
provided the opportunity to succeed. Many students couched this perspective in
relation to their earlier lost opportunities, a current adult life of limited or
repressive circumstances, their fear of potential inferior academic performance, or
a desire for future opportunities to move up the economic and social ladder. These
adults had experienced uneven high school academic achievement, significant
time interruptions in past academic involvement, earlier financial hardships, or
intimidation from an academically competitive and impersonal college environment.
The community college was the gateway to future goals, which often included job
security, higher status, a stronger valuing of self, or a more significant contribution
to family and community. These adult students often voiced the belief that they
were in an environment which would help create the opportunities to succeed. As
stated by an Elmwood community college student,
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Students like myself, you wouldn’t have given them a chance at a four year
college. With my high school grades, I wouldn’t have gotten in. They
provided me a chance to prove myself. And it does the same thing for a lot
of students that I've went to classes here with. It’s a way to improve your
study, your academic performance and a way to prove that you can do the
work. That’s a big thing, places like Elmwood have got going for them.
They’ll give anybody a chance.

As viewed by adult community college students, the opportunity to succeed
was reflected in the ease in admission to the institution and the related perceived
psychological comfort of the environment. Students valued the community college
because it accepted a high school diploma or GED without concern about past
academic performance. These adults could start off with a new beginning in
academic work; they could get admitted and not be judged on pastinadequate high
school or college performance. Many of these adults were concerned about a more
competitive and impersonal four-year collegiate environment. For example, when
asked about transferring to upper-division work at a public university, an adult
student noted, “It’ll be different. The classes will be larger, I believe; and there will

be less personal involvement between the students and the teacher” [Elmwood].
Another student reported,

I am grateful for the opportunity that I've had here at Bayville and for the
encouragement that I've had. I don’t think that I would have done as well
going to a large university campus...I just felt intimidated by it. But this
gave me the alternative that I needed to get the confidence, so that going to

Fremont University [transferring to upper-division work] no longer scares
me.

Many believed that the opportunity to succeed began with developmental
studies and remediation for academic deficiencies. In the case of Elmwood Com-
munity College, academic studies was presented as a set of seamless experiences
between the remediation and the degree coursework. Although the students
described being tested and being assigned remedial courses, they did not view
these experiences as a separate component from their academic coursework. They
saw it as the important first step in their academic involvement. However,
students at Bayville Community College spoke to a clear delineation between the
developmental studies program snd academic coursework. They spoke of working
to remediate deficiencies, and of valuing the study skills course component in that
program. ‘Ine student who valued the experience noted, “Oh, I'd have been lost if
they had placed me in regular [classes}—well, at first it was like embarrassing. It
was like ‘Oh, no I’'m going all the way back...this is basically not even high school
math.” But I needed that to come forward to where I am now...I've already had
calculus and I'm in stats now” [Bayville]. In fact, a few students reported choosing
Bayville because they would be tested for basic skills.

She [student’s wife] suggested that I go to Bayville, which turned out to be
the proper choice, because they gave me the pretesting of AAPP test
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[Academic Achievement Placement Program, a test of basic skills in
reading, writing, and mathematics)....So it was a good choice because of the
developmental courses...And [it] got me backintoshape in my mathematical
skills, [and] back into shape in my writing skills. And then after a semester
of developmental courses, I was ready for college level courses.

Not all students at Bayville valued being placed in developmental courses. Several
perceived these requirements as holding them back from pursuing their desired
academic coursework. “It cost me time and at my age I don’t have as much as some
people do...I felt like I needed a review, but I was wasting time too. I had mixed
feelings about it.” In essence, some individuals believed that remedial studies
made it more difficult for them to succeed, because it increased the required length
of time to participate in college studies.

Valuing the Importance and Complexity of a University Environment

A key belief of adult undergraduates at the public university settings was the
importance of a university. In particular, they valued a university because of its
specialization and complexity. It offered special curricula and a more diverse
environment which meet individual career specialization requirements. Many of
these students particularly valued the specialized academic programs which could
only be offered at a larger university. These adults also valued the university
experience because it provided a rich diversity and variety of experiences. As noted
by one Delta University full-time student, “I just wanted to be part of a public
university. I just wanted to be part of that system. There were more people here;
there’s more activities; there’s more action. There’s just more things being stirred
up. And I just wanted to be in the middle of all of that.”

Because of this complexity, adult undergraduates accepted as a norm that the
university environment would present a series of hurdles and problems for them to
overcome. In particular, they expected that initial entry or reentry might be
problematic. Because they were not younger adults coming out of high school, they
expected that there would be difficulties with admissions and with transfer of prior
coursework from other institutions. Several students noted some initial special
procedure or policy which aided them in being admitted. At Delta, one student
noted that he was admitted after review by a special committee for admissions
which considered life accomplishments. A second student noted he came in with a
probationary status, requiring he complete 18 hours with a C average for regular
admission. At Fremont, several students commented on their initial contact with
the Evening School, feeling that this contact facilitated an easier transitioninto the
university. “I came back through the night school, because 1 was familiar with it.
I had even broached to them about perhaps going to a community coliege or
something; and they sent me to a counselor and I went and spoke with her [and
decided to come directly to Fremont).” At Fremont University, there were special
admission policies and procedures which influenced adult entry. The ACT entrance
requirement was waived for individuals who had not been enrolled in college for
three or more years. Also adult students could use the Academic Second Opportu-
nity policy, which allows reentry students with previous academic coursework
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below a C average to petition that prior coursework would not be computed into
their current academic record.

Beyond the initial issues of the entry process, these adult students also .
assumed that university bureaucracy was a part of the student life. These adult
students had a belief that participating in a university would be a complex and, at
times, a difficult experience. Adult students often believed they demonstrated
greater patience and persistence in working with policies and procedures, working
with the university system as a bureaucracy. Because these adults had participated
in the work world, they often expressed an understanding and sympathy for
institutional procedures and personnel. Many of these students reported their own
strategies to succeed in a university environment. As one Fremont student noted,
“You network. That’s the number one. You've got to network and you get around
people that had,...somebody before who had done it wrong and got screwed, so you
have to learn, you know, what’s happened so that you won’t make the same
mistake. It’s all networking.” Or as one Delta student reported,

If they say you can’t do something or something «aunot be done, after a
while—ifyou are aware—you find out things can be dc¢ne. The campus police
and their parking tickets... But I think they go un?sv the assumption, like
so many places do, that people are going to take the ¢casy way out and they
would rather pay ten dollars then write up something. I haven’t completely

figured out a way to beat this registration process here, but there’s got to be
a way it can be done.

At both public universities, students also linked their respective state eco-
nomic recessions with the inability of the university to offer a better environment,
with more courses, more personnel, and more facilities. They believed that a part
of the university’s difficulty in responding to their needs was directly related to
cutbacks in state funding. As reported by one Fremont student,

And I see that although they’re trying to address a lot of areas, more than
say a smaller college would, they’re also limited in funds and personnel and
equipment...and some of the labs and stuff. They don’t have the
equipment...because they’ve got so many people. It’s just a volume of people
here. And the diversity of stuff they’re trying to, you know, cover...And the

resources are spread thin, like they are everywhere [because of the cut-
backs].

Students often found initial difficulties in understanding and making sense of
_ these highly distinct academic units, procedures and processes within the univer-
sity. Such activities as registration, complex requirements and directions in the
course catalog, financial aid, specialized academic tasks, and different offices for
specialized services were all unknown territory. As an example of this anxiety, one
Fremont student reported, “I'm intimidated by the library. I've neve